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The Question of the Animal

ON PHILOSOPHY AND ANIMAL STUDIES

The p il p hicalin scope and
was written as a contribution to the emerging interdisciplinary feld of
animal studies. While there is no widely agreed upon definition of what
preciscly constitutes animal studics. it is clear that most authors and
activists working in the field share the conviction that the “question of
the animal” should be scen as one of the central issues in contemporary
eritical discourse. This conviction stands in stark contrast to the recep
tionthe quesion has had in most ndividual discplines in the sciences
Inmy h ophy. for example. ques
tlons concering animals arc sypically relegated by Anglo American
within the field of
i, which s sl cmdered i a1 of applicd ethics. Given
that the field of applied ethics s, in turn, often viewed as a minor field
in philosophy and (more pei y) asa distraction
and substantial philosophical pursuits (namely. metaphysics and episte-
‘mology), it is no wonder that many philosophers interested in exploring
the rich set of issues surrounding animals and “animality” have chosen
0 do 50 within the context of the semiautonomous region of animal
studies. The main philosophical figures discussed in this volume —who
include Martin Heidegger, Emmanuel Levinas, Giorgio Agamben, and
Jacques Derrida - belong 10 an alernarive branch of philosophy some-
times referred to as “Continental” or “modern European” philosophy




“This approach to philosophy i characerized by. among many other
things. its 1. ethical. and soci issues,
and it is this rnpgcd focus that serves (whether accurately or not) as
one of the myriad ways of distinguishing Continental philosophy from
its Anglo-American counterpart. It might thus scem that the question
of the animal would find a welcome home in Continental philosophy:
this has, however. historically been far from the truth

One of the overarching aims of this book is to argue that the kinds
of questions and concerns central to animal studies should become more
important for philosophy in general and for Continental philosophers
in particular, and 1 will make these arguments in due course. Another
point that 1 hope to make in the pages that follow is that several of the
tools, concps, and theorctical frameworks of Continental philosophy.
despite having their origins in a largely anthropocentric context. can
make a unique contribution to animal studics, and I shall have much to
say on this matter, as well. First. however. it will be useful to explain in
a bit more detail what 1 take to be at stake in the field of animal stud-
ies and then explain why I have chosen to use the phrase “the question
of the animal” in the subtitle of the book and as an entry point into the

arguments made here.
Animal studies. or “human-animal studies” @ it is somerimes
aalled). o

cialscences, and biologicl and cogitive sciences. As | just mentioned.
there is no standard or widely accepted definition of the field. and
its main terms and theoretical foci are still open-ended at this point.
1 would suggest, however, that the main stakes of the field lie in the
effort to place questions concerning animals at the center of critical
inquiry. The precise manner in which these questions are framed. de
bated. and answered depends, of course. to a large extent on the par
ticular field of origin. And yet. despite the disciplinary differences and
mlipe cheoreical spproaches in animal e, thee e a least two
h of the work be-
ing done in the field Onc question concerns the being of animals. or
“animality. and the other concerns the human-animal distinction
In view of the concept of “animality” or animal nature. many theo-
rists have questioned whether there actually is a shared essence or set
of characteristics binding all animals together. Much like the critique
of cssentialism in feminism, queer theory, and race studies, theorists in
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animal studics scck to track the ways in which the concept of “animal-
¥* functions to demarcate humans clearly from animals and estab-
lish homogencitics among what appear to be radically different forms
of animal lfe. In so doing, they seck to demonstrate that the notion of
animality plays more of a constitutive than denotative role in discourses
about animals. Although such analysis is often (negatively) associated
with postmodernist versions of “linguistic idealism.” it is often found,
in fact, outside the humanitics, especially in biological debates over the
e of species and the construction of taxonomies: Here. 100, one
finds of beings referred o 2s
“animal” cannot be reduced to any simple (or even relatively complex)
setof shared characteristics.

If debates over animality threaten to send the concept 1o its ruin,
discussions over the human-animal distinction would appear t© make
good on this threat. In recent years. traditional human-animal distine-
tions, which posit a radical discontinuity between animals and human
beings, have been relentlessly attacked from multiple theoretical. politi-
cal. and disciplinary perspectives. In the empirical sciences, Darwinism
has had the effect of undermining human-animal dichotomies in the
name of gradualist continuism. A similar displacement has occurred in
the humanities and social sciences. where the traditional marks of the
human (articulate speech. knowledge of death. consciousness. and so
on) have been shown cither to exist in a similar form among nonhuman
animals or not 1o exist among human beings in the manner that tradi-
tional discourses had posited

Inasmuch as the notion of what constitutes animality has tradition-
ally been figured over and against what is supposed 1o constitute hu-
‘manity. when the notion of humanity is undercut, then the concept of
animality suffers a similar fate. The efcet of the displacement of the
human-animal distinction is that. today. thought is no longer certain
b s pceed i i domain. Should the human-animal distinction

lines? And if s0, along preciscly?
o: mmud itbe abandoned altogether?

Throughout the following chapters. | interrogate critically the man-
ner in which cach of the major theorists under discussion here secks
cither to establish or displace the human-animal distinction. One of
the chicf theses 1 defend throughout the book is that the human animal
distincion can no longerand ought no longer 10 be maintained. Several arguments
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(political, ethical, and ontological) will be presented to give support to
this thesis, and 1 hope the reader will find these arguments persuasive.
“That said, 1 have no illusions that philosophical e alone will
Philosophy

play in the larger
10 do justice, in thought and lifc. to animals. Despite its role not being
total. | would suggest that philosophy still has a significant and unique
role to play. Philosophy, and perhaps philosophy alone a this point. is
able to hold open the possibility that thought might proceed otherwise
in regard to animals, without the assurances of traditional conceptions
of animality and the human-animal distinction. What thought will en-
counter once reliance upon these categories is surrendered cannot be
k however.
hat e cal animats will occur only from wihin th space of this sr-
render. If there are any properly philosophical stakes in the field of ani-
‘mal studies. | would argue that they lic precisely here, in the clearing of
the space for the even of what we call animals

THE QUESTION OF THE ANIMAL

the animal”
b.-ok and this introduction. and I should ke to explain my decision to
doso. First, i ph nd citar

w0 his work, borh in ccms of Derrid’ lrge ph losoyh\(al projct znd
his animals.
ten mm.gmm hu writings on animals. and specifically in mgmi © h.‘
critical confrontation with Heidegger around this issue. Thus, in using,
the phrase, | am implicitly underscoring and endorsing the main thrust
of his critique of classical philosophical discourses on “the animal *
When Derrida speaks of “the question of the animal.” he is refer-
ring first of all to the way in which philosophers have traditionally
witen about animals n reductive and ssenialis terms. Rather than
fation,
found among animals, most philosophers have sought instead to deter-
mine what constitutes animality as such, or the being of “The Ani
understood in the gencral plaral. In posing the question of the animal
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in response to the dominant philosophical tradition, Derrida joins the
group of theorists mentioned above. who call into question essentialist
accounts of animality. He argucs throughout his writings on this topic
that essentialist discourse on animals attempts to create homogeneities
where only radical heterogencity can be found. Whether Derrida’s dis-
course is successful in making this argument and whether it provides an
alternative way of thinking about heterogencity among animals are is
sues 1 will take up at more length in the chapter devoted to his work
1 will say here, however, that | am in gencral agrecment with his eritique
of the essentialism of the philosophical tradition and that this critical
analysis is one of the most important aspects involved in a rigorous pos-

ingof the question of the animal
Thereis aso an cthical dimensio to the question of the animal in
Derridas work.ifby “chical” like Emmanucl
: bei the

other. dicated pu
an assumption that I sharc and will try to defend in this book - that the
face of the Other cannot be delimited a priori to the realm of the hu-
man;or, ofva
might have a face. which is to say. animals might call upon and obligate
me in ways that 1 cannot fully anticipate. “The question of the animal”
i thus a question deriving from an animal who faces me, an interrup-
tion deriving from a singular “animal.” an animal whom 1 face and by
whom I am faced and who calls my mode of existence into question
Beyond the senses intended by Derrida. the phrase “the question of
the animal” ings in this book. It is also intended
to pose the question of whether we know how to think about animals af
all Are any of our extant discourses-whether they derive from science
or philosophy, from anthropocentric or nonanthropocentric sources-
adequate for describing the rich multiplicity of ife forms and perspec-
tives found igs we call “animal "> C dsinan-
imal righs of
animals in grwndmg thicalclaims abowt them: for exampl. scientific
evidence of minds in certain animal species is often invoked o bolster
claims about animals’ subjectivity and moral standing (or. in reverse.
scientific evidence is used to deny moral standing o animals). While
1 have no general ssue with the use of sientific and ethical discourses
15, and will
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certainly make use of both kinds of discourses throughout the following
chapers, I would not want to make the claim that the sciences and phi-
losophy are able to provide us with an exhaustive account of animallife
For not only are the sciences and philosophy (at least partially) limited
by their anthropocentric origins. but it is also the case that they are un-
able to accomplish on their own the revolution in language and thought
that is needed to come to grips with the issues surrounding animal life
There is no doubr that we need to think unheard-of thoughts about an-
imals, that we nced new languages, new artworks, new historics, even
new sciences and philosophics. The field of animal studies i interdis-
ciplinary preciscly for this reason: it is secking out every available re-
source o aid in the task of working through the question of the animal.
Whether extant discourses. however diverse, can accomplish this task
without a corresponding transformation in their underlying ontologics is
a question that will be broached throughout the volume

“The phrase “the question of the animal” is also meant to convey that
the issucs raised under this rubric are fundamentally open questions,
and questions that open onto related philosophical and political con-
cerns. Although this book s focused squarely on ethical. political, and
ontological issucs concerning animals, it will become clear as the argu-
‘ments unfold that the question of the animal is but an opening onto a
much larger and much richer sct of issues that touch more broadly on
the limits of the human. As such, 1 vicw the question of the animal and
the felds of animal cthics and politics as part of the recent explosion
of new social movements aimed at radicalizing lefi-wing politics in its
traditional liberal, humanist form. Whercas pro-animal discourse is
often presented as an extension and deepening of liberal humanism.
1 attempt to recast this discourse as a direct challenge t0 liberal human-
ism and the metaphysical anthropocentrism that underlies it In mak-
ing these points, | am explicitly aligning myself and theorists i animal
studies wh ing similar work with the !

devel liberal, h to politics.

THE POLITICS OF ANTHROPOCENTRISM

There has been considerable discussion of late among radical political
and culrural theorists about the fragmentation of the left and how best
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to navigate the troubled political terrain this division has engendered.
and it might be thought that by raising the question of the anim:
this political context that 1 am simply further dividing the left and
pshing for yt another mode ofdenticypolicics. 1 wil explain shortly
how I am trying
fect, but before doing so. I slmldsa) that 1 do believe much of contem
porary animal rights discourse and politics is in fact another form of
identity politics o has had preciscly the effect of further fragmenting
the left, both for good and for bad. Many animal rights theorists and
activists see themselves as uncovering some sort of fundamental iden-
tity (for example, sentience or subjectivity) shared by all animals (or.
rather, the animals they belicve worthy of cthical and political stand
ing) in order to represent that identity in the political and legal arena
Itis precisely in these forums that the interests of animals compete for
avtenvion with the inerss of indiiduals represnied by various oxher
Kinds of identity d deaths of
animals figure minimally. if ¢ all within much of current political and
legal debates. | am certainly inclined to support the cfforts by animal
rights theorists and activists to provide a “voice™ for and represent the
“interests” of animals. But this approach to animal ethics and politics is
fraught with considerable theoretical and ethical difficulties. Not only
does it make the claims of animal rights discourse appear as a kind of
distinct politics unrclated to other progressive, leftist issucs, but it also

on a sct of assumptions about what constitutes the proper
scope of “animality” and what the “interests” of animals are-—both of

ighly . E .

discourse labors under the tacit (and contentious) assumption that the
fundamental channcls of change regarding animals arc t be found in

existing legal and political institutions.

by s

ficulties. O in order

guage
tity politics, which in turn further constrain the discourse to establish a
concept of animality and animal intcrests that must be somewhat dis-

pol
situation creates divisions among progeessive causes and leads to a kind

A bou
P:
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for example, women's rights. environmental justice, or worker's rights
(ll of which are, on my understanding of the question of the animal,in-
timately related o animal rights. even if only for contingent historical
reasons). The effects of this kind of isolationism have been fet acutcly
both within and outsid | rights cirle: perhaps any

identity.
by many progressive leftists, who often see animal rights either as a po-
ltical ssue ofsccondary (o tetiary) importance or 3s merely a usury
ammal h
ind d in a number of
athee qestionable and sometimes pnx.mu, g and comser-

selves b

“The other difficulty faced by animal nghu dmmm and activists isa

por y
auopecnrc constesines ¢ work b polm(al and legal instirutions and
how animal rights discourse ends up acceding to and ltprudn(mg the
hat found and sustain hus, it is not just
the case that animal rights discourse is overtly coﬂskrlmed 10 adopt the
strategies of identity politics (as we have just scen). it is also more sub-
dy i animal identity g
anthropocentric norms and ideals. This problem can be seen clearly in
various aspects of animal ightstheory and actiism. If one looks at the
feld for example. it is
rights philosophy espoused by Tom Regan sccks to demonstrate that
animals are, in many significant ways, the same as human beings. Regan
argues that animals are fundamentally identical with human beings in
being subjctsof-a-lfe. thatis.subjeces with personsl preferences. e
sires, and While this noti
iy perhaps hold for membersof e aniomal specics, Regan acknowl-
edges that scope of animal subjectivity is quite nacrow and is probably
not to be found among many beings that arc often considered to be
animals. Strictly speaking, then, Regan's work is not a case for animal
rights but for rights for subjecs, the classical example of which is human
beings. And inasmuch as animals manifest morally relevant human, o
subjectlike. traits, they are brought under the scope of moral considera-
tion. But why take this approach when it s clear that Regan would pre.
fer nd
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‘manifest basic subjectivity? The answer is that moral philosophy func-
tions, by and large, within an implicit anthropocentric. subject-centered
model, and in order to make a case that can gain a hearing within that
model, one has to speak its language and accede to its demands. OF
course, it is preciscly that moral model. language. and demands that
have been used to deny animals basic moral standing for centurics. and
it is paradoxical, to say the lcast. that animal rights theorists have used
the same anthropocentric criteria that have been used to exclude ani-
mals from moral concern to include only certain animals within that
scope and to draw only a new, slightly different exclusionary boundary
It might scem that animal rights would cffect a radical displacement of
anthropocentrism and signal the advent of an alternative moral frame-
work. but instead it h than not ended %
a slightly different version of anthropocentrism and subject-centrism.
And the same story could be told for various efforts to bring animals
wihin the sope of ga and plktc) oosidermion. In brm’ then, the
F present-day di

exceedingly difficult to displace

Even though there has been a dearth of effective attemprs to chal-
lenge and displace present-day anthropocentrism. there has been no
shortage of innovatie attempts to overcome the fragmentation of the
lefi concomitant with the proliferation of new social movements that
I mentioned above. A whole host of post- and neo-Marxist thinkers
with  univrsalist bent hav argued that the prolifraton of poliical
differ nd - of tself lead
cal program: they further argue that ic of
the explosion of identity politics needs to be sutured around that which
i abject, void, and excluded from the universal—but this argument is
made precslyin the name of saving the anvrsl. Inasmuch as emanei-
patory bout theuniversal. it s in principe gains exclusion.
s 1o struggle on
behalf of the universal and expose as false any purported universalism
that s not inclusive.

problem with this “solution” to the proliferation of identity-

based political movements and left hegemony is that it remains, at bot-
tom.anthropocentric. The univeraland that which i sbjectfom the
universal is almost ah in thesc debates as
revolving around the human 'Uw abject here are those human beings
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who have been prejudicially excluded from the realm of the universal,
and the concern for the abject and the universal never extends beyond a
simple and rather uncritical anthropocentrism. There is in these argu-
el analysis of how the fu (Ralsely) toex
clude not only thosc human beings who arc not recognized as such but
also those “nonhuman” animals who are figured by and excluded from

the universal

It ight that the way is to main
tain the universal, both i s poliical and ethical focms, in  state that
i truly and perfectly empty —and 1 will indeed make this angument in sub-
sequent chapters. But the leap from a humanist. anthropocentric (and
falscly empry) universal to.a truly empty. nonanthropocentric one is not
1o be achieved all at once. In order to understand the necessity for this
transition and to appreciate the stakes involved therein, i is important
first to understand how decply anthropocentric much of our thinking
about animals and other forms of nonhuman lfe is. It i also important
10 understand that the contemporary debates surrounding difference-
based idenity politesand universalism take lace within the same an-

rizon that he very institutions
that progressive thinkers hope to transform. In the course of exploring
these issues. | will suggest that the genuine critical target of progres-
sive thought and politics today should be anthropocentrism as such, for it
always one version or another of the humen that falscly occupics the space
of the universal and that functions to exclude what is considered non-
human (which. of course. includes the immense majority of human
beings themselves, along with all clse decmed to be nonhuman) from
ethical and political consideration. Posthumanist theorists have taken
as their critical target the “metaphysics of subjectivity™ (or selfhood)

sought to develop a thought of politics and rclation that is pre.

subjective and postmetaphysical. The argument that | am making here
takes off from this point in order to argue that in order for this thought
10 be completed. the “presubjective” site of relation must be refigured in
radically nonanthropocentric terms. The subject is not just the funds
mentum inconcussum of modernity but is the avowedly humen locus of this
foundation-and this point nceds to be explicitly recognized and con
tested as such. Unless and until this shift in thought takes place, post-
humanist thought will end up undermining its aims and becoming yet
another form of anthropocentrism and subjectivism.

10 INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTION OF THE ANINAL



HUMANISM, SUBJECTIVITY, AND ANTHROPOCENTRISM

1 have just spoken of the “metaphysics of subjectivity” The phrase is
typically associated with Martin Heidegger's reading of the history of
Western thought. For Heidegger the phrase “metaphysics of subjectiv-
ity” is, sictly speaking, pleonastic. inasmuch as the history of meta-
physics simply s the unfolding of related notions of subjcctivity. To be
more precise, Heidegger argues that the founding, unfolding, and com
pletion of Western

the human subject as present both to itself and the beings it encounters
in the world. More basic than these modes of subjective and objective
presence, however, is the primordial co-exposure of subject and world
prior to their division into a binary opposition. Heidegger argues that
metaphysics is founded upon a forgetting of originary co-exposure and
the thinking tha proceeds from this primordial site. Heidegger's “cri-
tique” of the subject works backward through the history of metaphysics
in traces of what has been overlooked in the fmmdmg

d tradition. Derrida’
sis of subjectivity. with which the phrases “metaphysics u(mb,m.m,
and “metaphysics of presence” are also typically associated. shares many
of the fundamental assumprions of Heidegger's critical thoughts on the
concept of subjectivity. Similar to Heidegger's position on the issuc.
Derrida argues the concept of subjectivity is irreducibly metaphysical
and linked to presence and self identity. For both of these thinkers, the
primary task of thought i to call this notion of the subject into question
in order to give thought to what the concept of the subject forecloses
(whether this foreclosed alrerity is understood in terms of “writing” or
Eregnis, and so forth)

While I would question the kind of conceptual fundamentalism
(where the concept of the *subject” is somehow rredacibly metaphysical)
to which Heidegger and Derrida are both committed in their analyscs
of metaphysics, 1 would agree that the notion of the subject carries con-
siderable metaphysical baggage and that i i founded on the forgeting

lly Conse-

quenty. 1 share the general disposition of both Heidegger and Derrida

in their critique of the metaphysics of subjectivity. But there are addi-

tional reasons to pursuc this line of thought that are germane to the ar-
o

INTRODUCTION. THE QUESTION OF THE ANIMAL 11



and self identity concomitant with metaphysical notions of subjectivity.

terms as well. The subject is never simply  neutral subject of experience

but isalmost always a human subject. and metaphysics s founded just 25
f not more so,

of subjectivity.

In fact.itis precisely this implict anthropocentrism that leads me to
take a critical distance here from most of the current postphenomeno.
Togical (for example. Levinas) and nco-Marxist and neo-Lacanian (for
example. Slavoj Zizck and Alain Badiou) poitcaltheorists who seck to
Inboth of these tra-

ditions, the so-called “death of the subjec
hyperbole than as a genuine advance in theory. Thmkﬂs such as Zikek,

Levinas. and Badiou argue that the concept of subjectivity is not fully
roh 5 o
thics d politics (Zizek and Badiou).

To be sure. none of these authors sceks a return to the mode of subjec
vty that Heidegger, Derrida, and others in this tradition have called
into question. Instead. they argue that the concept of “the subject” con-
tains within itsclf the elements of an alternative understanding of sub-
jectivity inasmuch as being a subject also means being subsject, literally
thrown-under something other than itself as  support. 1f this valence
of the concept is kept in mind. we can see that the notion of subjectis-
ity has the potential to be used as a radical ethical and political concept
“The subiject in this context is no longer the autonomus, domincering.
atomistic subject of modernity but becomes instead the witness to and
bearer of an event that exceeds and calls the singular subject into being
The subject, when understood as one who bears and is responsible to an
cvent and alterity that exceeds it is far from the fully self-present and
self idenical subject whose exisence and death have been procaimed

in ubjectivity
Aoy, cven  hi omcep of by facrions i pope
ameans

of hing other th humanim, i notat

all clear that it opens onto something other than metaphysical anthropo-
cenrion. When these theorists speak of the subject s being called into
being as a response o an cvent of some sort. it is always a human subject

13 INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTION OF THE ANINAL



that i being described, and it is always an anthropogenic cvent that gives
rise to the human subject. There are never in these texts any animal o
nonhuman subj than there are sub g events
that proceed from nonhuman life. At best. animals and other non-
human forms of life arc figured as beings who might “intrigue and
charm® us* but they are never event-al subjects themselves, nor are they
capable of constituting an event for which, and in response to which. a
subject might come into existence

One of the points 1 hope to make convincingly in this book is that
this kind of implicit anthropocentrism is one of the chicf blind spots
of much of contemporary Contincntal philosophy, and that the work of
thinkers like Derrida and Gilles Deleuze can be used to expose these
blind spots and aid in the process of challenging and moving beyond
them. Onc of the main debates currently being carried out in Continen-
tal philosophy concerns the possible limitations of thinkers like Derrida
and Deleuze for radical politics and how their critique of subjectivity
purportedly leads to a political dead end. What 1 want to suggest here.
and will argue for in later chapters. is that the ultimate stakes of the
critique of subjectivity in the work of thinkers like Deleuze and Der-
rida (and. 10 a lesser extent, Agamben) have been thoroughly misunder-
stood. The central issuc concerning the critique of the metaphysics of
subjectivity concerns more than the consequences of a certain legacy of
Cartesian subjectivity in modeenity and postmodernity: if this critique

itl

y
connection between metaphysical humanism and metaphysical anthro-

pocentrism. To allow this anthropocentrism to go unchallenged renders
thoroughly unradical and conservative much of what today goes by the
name of radical politics and theory. It s essential that the signposts to-
ward a or eritically thought that
Derrida, Deleuze. and related thinkers have opencd not be shut down
in the name of a hasty retrieval of anthropocentric subjectivity toward
supposedly radical political ends.*

SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTERS

Allow me, in closing. to summarize briefly the main points of each
chapter. The first chapter. “Metaphysical Anthropocentrism” looks at
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Martin Heidegger's discourse on animals and animality. | argue that
deapi i f I b
Heidegger’s critique of human chauvinism and metaphysical humanism,
his work ultimately remains dogmatically anthropocentric. In the sec-
ond chapter. “Facing the Other Animal.” I examine Levinas's scattered
remarks on animals and cvaluate whether his thinking is compatible
with a radical animal thics and politics. I suggest that his work. when
understood rigorously and when stripped of the idiosyncratic anthropo-
centric dogmatisms that sometimes plague it. is immensely important
for opening up other ways of thinking about animals in ethical and po-

litical terms. Chapter 3. *Jamming the Anthropological Machine.* has
as s focus the work of Giorgio Agamben. Here I trace the formation
of the question of the animal in his work in order to argue that his re-
cent work on animals constitutes an important rupture in his thought
1 focus in particular on Agamben's argument that we should abandon
the human-animal distinetion on both
and discuss the eritical promise and
project. In the fourth and final chapter.
T turn to the work of Jacques Derrida, who, as I mentioned above. has
written at length on issues involving animals. There 1 arguc for the
importance of the question of the animal for understanding his larger
philosophical project and demonstrate how his work serves both to fur-
ther and limit the critique of anthropocentrism adsanced throughout
the book
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Heidegger

INTRODUCTION

For our task of cxamining the question of the animal in the context of
contemporary Continental philosophy. Martin Heidegger is an essen-
tial reference and ideal point of departure. He has st the agenda for
numerous areas of research in Continental thought, and his influence

approaches to philosophy is immeasurable. For issues having to do with
animals, Heidegger's work contains a number of important (albeit con-

tentious) reflections on the nature of animal life and the status of the
human-animal distinction. Despite my respect for Heidegger's thought
and for the originality of his thinking in so many areas of philosophi

cal inquiry. my reading of his work in this chapter will be decply and.
at imes, harhly critical. [t s my contention that his work has served
primarily thought,
and 1 approach his work with the aim of uncovering where and how it
derails the kind of approach to animal issues that | am advocating here.
Ascritical as my reading will b, it should be evident that the questions
and theses pursued in presenting my position are fundamentally in-
debred to the horizon of thought opencd up by Heidegger. In a certain
sense, one could read this chapter and cach of the following chapters as
an attempt to decpen and extend certain lines of Heidegger's thought
while simultancously holding open other lines of inquiry that his work
brushes up against but ultimately forecloses.




ANIMAL BEING: REGROUNDING
THE HUMAN AND ZOOLOGICAL SCIENCES

1 begin here with Heidegger's carly texts on animals, specifically his
magnum opus Being and Time. Discussion of animals i, for the most
part, conspicuously absent from this text. The being of other animals
nowhere commands Heidegger's sustained attention within the context
of his existential analytic of Dascin. and in those few places where ani-
‘mals are discussed explicitly in the text, the larger philosophical stakes
of the human-animal distinction go unmentioned. Thus, for instance,
e fnd in Heidogger' discussion of Zubandeke i part 1. chaptcr 3.
abricf di the role play hat are
“referred” 0in (hrpmduﬂlomﬁflmhershcﬂ These skins are “taken
has raised.” as Heidegger notes (s
it should be remarked, the skins arc taken from animals that someone
afact thar Heidegges Andyet. despite
animals having the status of little more than mere material in the pro-
duction of leather shoes in this context. Heidegger notes that animals
as such do not appear phenomenologically simply as human-produced
material for use in human products. For not only do we encounter ani-
mals in contexts completely outside the scope of human domestication
(for example. in “nature”). but even when we do encounter animals that
have been subjected to human domestication and reared with humans
ends in mind, we scem to be encountering beings that arc something
more than human artifacts. Animals are not fully reducible to the sta-
tus of human creations but rather arc beings that “produce themselves ™
However. this unique mam\zruf:mmal existence is quxlly\n asdeby
Heidegger, and its impl
ences Bereoen eipas st el iodes oF Being @iference thatas
1 shall discuss momentarily. lic at the very heart of the existential ana-
Iytic of Dasein) are not pursued.
Later in Being and Time, in part 2, chapter 1. when Heidegger turns to
a discussion of Dascin's unique mode of being toward-death, animals
reappear bricfly in order to highlight a contrast between animal death
and Dascis specifc modaltyof fnivude ¢ Here Hidegger cxplains
that, poi
e studied in preciscly the same ways that one might m.d, an animal’s
death. In doing so, one could analyze the cause of Dasein's death, its




longevity, propagation. and so forth. But such an analysis would miss the
ontological characteristics specific to human Dascin's finitude. which
i to say. the unique manner in which Dasein dies (or, more strictly in
Heidegger's terms. demsscs) and has its being only in relation to is fini-
tude (2 modality of finitude that Heidegger calls dying). Inasmuch as
Dasein has a relation to death as such and to death in terms of its own
finitude. it never simply perishes or comes to an end. By contrast, ani

mals (asinstances of the kind of beings that merely have life but have no
relation to finitude) never properly dic or demise: they can only perish.
D J . 1 simply do

not have access on Heidegger's account
As Jacques Derrida has argucd. the distinctions that Heidegger tries
to maintain between human and animal modes of death in this analysis

itis notat

:II clear lhal the discussion ofammzl munla of death or the analysis of
within the average y Dascin is in

tended by Heidegger f of animalic

Any effort to develop a fundamental ontological analysis of the Being
of animals would, on Heidegger's account, be premature without first
having reraised the question of the meaning of Being, Heidegger's ar-
gument in the opening scctions of Being and Time aims to establish that
the Seingrage is best pursucd in view of detcrmining the meaning of the
Being of human Dascin. Whatever the merits of the argument for the
ontic priority of Dasein as the focal entity in the posing of the Seinfrage
itis clear that the only charitable way to read Heidegger's brief discus-

siomofanimals n eignd Tin i 53 e ragment of  more complece

1

ontology of life, and woul y
10 and contingent upon a genuine engagement with the Scingfage. Even
Heidegger's extensive existential analytic of Dasein should be scen as

with the posing of the Seingrage in mind. Conscquently. if one looks to
Being and Time to uncover what Heidegger takes to be the fundamental
being of animals, one can only be disappointed.

But this is not to suggest that Heidegger docs not have the question
of the being of animal lfe in view in this text. Twice in Being and Time
Heidegger refers to the importance of the project of determining the
meaning of the Being of ifc (which presumably includes both plant and
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anima forms) and argues that this project would have to take the form
of a “privative interpretation.” starting from the “life” of Dasein and
showing how nonhuman life is *deprived” of certain aspects of Dasein's
unique mode of Being. Although one could take issue with Heidegger's
inclination toward a privative interpretation of animal life (and this is
something | will examine in more detail shortly). it is atleast clear that
the animal question and the larger question of the Being of life is not
outside the scope of Heidegger's thought at the time of the composition
of Being and Time. even if the possibility of examining this question in
d:u:l s outside the scope of that particular text
is importa Heidegger's focus
in m,.u “Time is primarily on the Being of human Dasein, the aim of
the book is ot simply 0 provide the ontological grounding or a philo-
sophical Oneof the
primary stakes of the book is. in fact. a revitalization of science as sck,
a reviralization that can only oceur by placing science on fundamen-
tal ontological grounds. It is with this project in mind that Heidegger
speaks of a productive logic of the Being of beings. a saying of beings
that allows beings to manifest themselves in their Being. This sort of
“productive logic™ leaps ahead of the sciences. rather than “limping
along” behind them and collecting and analyzing their results* And itis
in this context that Heidegger speaks of the crisis in the foundations of
the science of biology. 2 science that has animal and other forms of life
as s object of inquiry. Presumably. Heidegger's aim in returning to the
Seingfrage is to reorient biology and the other sciences along fundamen-
al ontological lines, much as he hoped to do with the human sciences.
Thus. once again we can see that despite Heidegger's anthropocentric
(or. more preciscly, Dascin-centric) oricntation. questions concern-
ing human and nonhuman life lic at the very heart of his philosophical
project.

Although Heidegger never carricd through on this project of devel-
oping a productive logic for the scicnces that he proposed in Being and
Time. there are a handful of texts where he takes up clements of such
a project. With regard to the Being of lifc and animals. in particular,
Heideggeeoffrsa engohy and inicte analysis in islecture course of
1920 and 1930,
the complicated relationship between science and phxhswphy and the
role philosophy might play in determining the Being of animal life—a
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task tha is often reserved solely for the sciences. Now. if Heidegger's
remarks on animal death in Being and Time displayed a notable failure to
engage with the relevant scientific literature on animals. the same cer-
cainly cannot be said for the lecture course. What we find in this text is
a decp familiarity with the biological and zoological debates of the day
and an attempt 1o develop a more reciprocal and mutually informing
relationship berween the sciences and philosophy. Heidegger envisions
amature form of “communal cooperation” (FCM. 190) between the sci-
ences and philosophy. where the diffcrent modes wﬁnqmry arc engaged

as they
show themselvs in and of themsclves A such,the sim of th lecture
course is not to demonstrate that philosophy has privileged access to

the Being of specific entities (c.g. animals) over and above science but
rather to shs
animals,cheie animalicy. i something that can only be m« by way of

tation of scientific inquiry along those lines.

Consequently, Heidegger's remarks on animals here need to be scen
against his backdrop. They deriv from a cetain orientation toward
P iology and cannot b ori-
entation idegger himself
of a debate within the seiences ove the nature of lfc and the proper
methodological and interpretive tools for understanding it. He aligns
himself with contemporary zoologists and biologists who reject the at-
tempt to analyze lfe by reducing it to physics and chemistry. The other
dominant approaches to understanding animal lfe (vitalism and vari-
ations on human psychology) arc similarly rejected inasmuch as they
impose categories on animal lfe that derive from and are appropriate
10 other regions of beings besides animals. Heidegger believes that the
zoology and biology of his day are engaged in essential thinking inas-
much as they resist the “tyranny of physics and chemistry” (FCM. 188)
and try to determine lifc autonomously and with an eye toward the way
in which living beings manifest themsclves on their own terms. At the
same time, as the lecture course unfolds. Heidegger distances himself
from these same biologists when they try to bring human beings wholly
within the scope of their discipline. This so-called biologistic analy
sis of human beings commits the same “sin” of reductionism that he
associates with the tyranny of physics and chemistry in the sciences




Human existence cannot. on Heidegger's account, be understood in
terms borrowed from biology and zoology inasmuch as animal life and
human life represent two distinct and essentially different regions of
beings. The aim, then, is to have a cofounding relationship between the
sciences and metaphysics. where the positive researches of the sciences
inform and arc informed by fundamental concepts drawn from care-
ful metaphysical and phenomenological analysis of the Being of specific
regions of entities. For Heidegger, this entails not reducing one kind of
being to another. on the one hand. and not conflating one kind of be-
ing with another. on the other hand. In the case of undertaking a prop-
erly biological and zoological analysis of animals, the risk for Heidegger
would be cither reducing animals to mechanistic entities or conflating
them with human beings

Itis with this double risk in mind that Heidegger focuses upon the
concept of “world" in the sccond portion of his lecture course. This
concept allows him both to distinguish human beings (who are “world-
forming) from animals (that are “poor in world") and to uncover their
respective, essential modes of Being. OF course. the overarching aim
here is not uncovering the animality of animals but rather trying to de-
termine the unique relation to world characteristic of human Dasein.
such that this unique relation poses 2 genuine question and problem
for metaphysical research. As such. the lecture course is centered on
human existence. not animal life. And yet. despite this anthropocen-
tric focus, Heidegger gives scrious attention to a phenomenological and
metaphysical analysis of the Being of animals. and tries to do so on the
animalsown terms. It is this oricntation-—that of trying to think through
animal Being in nonanthropocentric terms —that constitutes the most
radical aspect of the lecture course and makes Heidegger's thought an
important starting point for my posing of the question of the animal in
the chapters that follow. Although the results of his investigations are
ambiguous and deeply problematic. Heidegger’s false starts in posing
the question of the animal will nevertheless be useful for providing the
coordinates for my readings of Levinas, Agamben, and Derrida and for
thinking through the difficulties of doing philosophy in a nonanthro-
pocentric manner

idegge y his much-di (the
stone is worldless, the animal is poor in world, and man is world-form-
ing) through the anthropocentric avenues of commonsense notions



and Christian ideas about the place of human beings among other “cre-
ated” beings. In this commonsense and religious notion of “world * hu-
man beings are part of the world but also stand over and against it to a
certain extent, and in a way that animals and nonliving beings that are
fully immersed in the world cannor. Now, were Heidegger t content
himself with these commonsense ideas. there would be little of inter
est in his analysis. What makes his discussion useful for my purposes
is that he takes these dominant ideas and immediately subjects them to
a thoroughgoing critical examination. Unlike much of the philosophi-
cal tradition that precedes him, Heidegger docs not take it as phiosophi
caly evident that here s a siaightforwand discnction o be drawn be
tween human b o between living b
beings. Furthermre, he poses 4. gcion the proper means of geting
at the Being and world relations characteristic of nonhuman entities.
which is to say. he docs not take for granted the idea that our anthro-
pocentric commonsense or even scientific approaches to understanding
nonhuman beings will provide the best means of access

In order to guard against slipping back into these dominant ways of
thinking about nonhuman beings. Heidegger stresses that standard hi-
erarchical evaluations of the human-animal distinction are highly sus-
pect (FCM. 194). If. for instance, we were to follow common sense in
saying that humans have a “richer” world than animals—that s to say,
that humans have 2 broader and ple nd
nttis available t them in comparison with animals-—then we would
miss the specificity of the relations that obtain between animals and
the beings they encounter in their environments. It would be counter-
productive, according to Heidegger's analysis, to undertake a compara-
tive examination of the respective world relations of human beings and
animals if one were to proceed under the scemingly obvious assump.
tion that animals are somehow “lower” or “simpler” than human beings
Such hi hical the di

beings and animals can be figured in terms of differences of degee, dif-
ferences that indicate that human beings possess a range of abilitics and
relations that arc of a higher rank than animals.

Heidegger finds these dominant ideas about animals suspect,first of
all fo that they pirically false. y ways.
various specics of animals have extremely complex and rich relations to
other beings in their cnvironment —relations that often equal and even
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surpass the complexity of human relations in certain ways (consider. for
example, a bird's sense of sight or a dogs sense of smell). But he also
rejects this degree-of difference manner of making comparisons and
distinctions because it presupposes that human-world relations and
animal-world relations can, in fact, be compared in terms of shared
similarities and dissimilaritics. Strictly speaking, Heidegger's compara-
tive cxamination is mean to highlight the abysial differences between
human and animal relations to world. There is no differcnce in degree
or quantity between human and animal. Heidegger insists, but rather a
difference in kind, and this differcnce in kind is meant to be understood
in the most fundamental and radical way possible. The difference be-
tween the Being of human beings and that of animals marks a gap and
a rupture that is utterly untraversable. In this sensc, the animal’s world
can never be compared with the human world. only fo the human world
(and vice versa). In insisting on rupturcs and abysses. Heidegger is also
clearly secking to distance himsclf from any attempt to reduce the Be-
ing of human Dascin to biological (i Darwinian) terms. Whatever
usefulness a Darwinian analysis of human naturc might have from

ascientific perspe ific purposes.

only miss the specific nature of human Dascin inasmuch as it secks to
understand human beings in terms that are drawn from animal lifc and
the rest of the natural world. Heidegger's aim, then. is to determine the
respective world relations of human beings and animals by choosing
terms and a mode of access that are appropriate to cach kind of being, In
regard to animals. this would mean examining them not through ideas
borrowed b

psychology but rather “by taking a look at animalty tself” (FCM. 195)
and by finding out what being “poor in world” means on animality’s
own terms

Itis precisely at this juncture of the text that the most promising
and provocative clements, along with the most dogmatic and prob-
lematic assumptions, of Heidegger's thought on animals emerge. The
effort to examine the specific mode of Being of animals and their spe-
cific world relations on thefr own terms is. when viewed in contrast with
‘much of the previous philosophical tradition, a remarkably progressive
and important advance. All t0o often, animals are viewed by philoso-
phers strictly through a human lens and found to be lacking in one or
several traits or capacities that are supposedly unique to human beings.



That Heidegger is at pains throughout the lecture course to avoid this
same mistake renders his text one of the more important signposts for
indicating a path beyond the anthropocentric limits of the philosophi
cal tradition. At the same time. the overarching aim of Heidegger's
project—that of determining the world relations of human beings and
animals by demarcating a differcnce in kind between the rwngys is
itself one of the most lassical and i

Even though Heidegger iniially acknowledges that it i difcul 1o
determine .. the distinction between man and animal” - an acknowl-
cdgment that his di

monsense presuppositions about the human-animal distinction—the

Pl P o
Even if we are comvineed by Hc;d:wr that lmnrd!i(al versions of
the h

e e s e corelents 1o o har & el erws
a guide for further thought in philasophy or the sciences. If our aim is
10 examine the specific mode of Being of what we call “animals” on the
animals’ own terms, isn't one of the risks of this project that the human-
animal distinction may fall by the wayside> How can we be assured at
the outset of the analysis that the differcnce between human Dascin
and animal life is definitive and abyssal. especially if the most refined
bodics of knowledge we have from the empirical and social sciences
strongly suggest otherwise> Given that one of the respective “regions™
of beings —viz. animallife. which for Heidegger. would include a range
of beings extending from mammals. birds. and fish through insects and
single-celled beings such as amocbac (FCM. 186)-under discussion
here includes lterally billions of species. is it not rather imprudent and
i hat a sharp d: be drawn b I

as such and human Dasein as such? From what perspective does onc
‘make such assumptions> And how does empirical rescarch figure in the
drawing of these metaphysical distinetions between human beings and
animals? 1f, as Heidegger suggests. there should be a robust “commu-
nal cooperation” between the sciences and metaphysics in determining.
the fundamental concepts that guide a science. we will certainly want
1o know if empirical evidence confirms the distinctions and concepts
he is proposing and also whether the concepts are productive in the ac-
cumulation of further cmpirical evidence. More important. as we look
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at Heidegger's text in more detail, we will have to examine carefully
whether the distinction betwen human Dascin and animals is actually
drawn from “looking at animality itself” and looking at Dasein tsclf.
or whether the distinction s simply imposed from the outside in a dog-
matic fashion

The flip side of the risk that attends Heidegger's cfforts o draw a
sharp distinction berween the world rclations of human Dasein and
animals is that animals will be seen as “merely” material. mechanistic
beings, something like the Cartesian version of animal automatons. In
other words, if animals, in being “poor in world.” are deprived of world.
how do animals differ from the *worldless” stone> Aren't the stone and
animal alike in lacking world akogether> What else could the animal's
being deprived of world mean? Heidegger insists that animals should
not be strictly identified with material entitics such as stones: reduc-
tionist-style scieatific projects that do so would, on his account, miss
the specific Being of animals. The world relations of the stone and the
animal are, for Heidegger, completely different. as different in kind s
the world relations of human and animal are. 1f “world” means some-
thing like the space in which beings are accessible to and dealt with by
a given entity. then. according to Heidegger, the stone has no world at
all It cannot be deprived of world because it has no opening to the be-
ings that surround it. A stone “crops up” among a whole host of other
beings but has no affective or relational structure that would grant it
access to those other beings. By contrast, the animal does have access
1o those beings among and with which it lives. Heidegger writes that
“every animal as animal has a specific set of relationships t0 its sources
of nourishment, its prey. its enemics, its sexual mates. and so on. These
relationships, which are infinitely difficult for us to grasp and require a
high degree of cautious methodological forcsight on our part, have a pe-
culiar fundamental character of their own” (FCM, 198). Consequently.
the animal is fundamentally different from the stone in having a serics
of relationships with and access t other beings in its environment. In
this sense. the animal does have world

Heidegger's worry is that if we examine the animal world from this
perspective and fail to note the difficulty and caution required to un-
derstand it on the animal’s own terms, we will be tempted to assimilate
it once again to the human relation to world and interpret the human-
animal distinction in terms of a difference of degree of having-world
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Even if the animal has a relation with and access o the entities in its
environment. this does not mean, Heidegger argues. that the animal
and the human Dascin have the same relational and affective structure
In particular, no matter how rich and complex a given animal's world
might be, that world never grants it access to another being e such, that
is. to the Being of an entity. Only human Dasein is capable of relating
to beings as beings—a trec a5 a trec. a dog & a dog. This as” structure.
which marks the uniquely human opening to world and Being, is some-
thing forever barred from animal life. And it is this “as” structure that
the animal is deprived of. that the animal lacks, and that renders the
animal poor in world
Heidegger insists, somewhat contentiously. that this structure of lack
attributed to animals is not an anthropocentric projection but rather
emerges out of a careful analysis of animality itsclf. He arrives at this
conclusion through of the possibiity of
cally “transposing” onesclf into another animal. by which he means go-
ing along with another animal in the specific manner in which it lives
The aim of imal but
rather to go along with it in its unique mode s Being and its specific
manner of relating to its environment. Heidegger suggests that much as
we are always already transposed into other human Dascins (inasmuch
as being-with is one of the exiteisis of human Dascin). we are always
y atleast
10 some extent, from their perspective we live in view of and alongside
other animals. They form part of our world. and we form part of their
world. But what kind of “world.” preciscly. do animals have> Heidegger
uses the case of domestic animals to illustrate the different worlds of
human Dasein and the animal. He writes that domestic animals

belong to the house, ic. they serve the house in a certain sense. Yet
they do not belong to the house in the way in which the roof belongs
1 the house as protection against storms. We kecp domestic pets
in the house with us. they ‘i with us But we do not live with them
if living means. eing in an animal kind of way. Yet we are with them
nonetheless. Bu this being-with is not an exising with, because 2 dog
does not exist but merely lives. Through this being with animals we
cnable them to move within our world. We say that the dog is Iying
underneath the table or is running up the stairs and so on. Yet when
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e consider the dog itself ~does it comport iself toward the table as
table, toward the stair as stairs? Al the same. it does go up the stairs
with us. It feeds with us—and yet, we do not really ‘feed" It eats with
us—and yet, it does not really ‘eat’ Nevertheless, it is with us! A going
along with .. a transposedness. and yet not (FCM, 210)

The conclusion to be drawn here, from Heidegger's perspective. is that
transposition into another animal is possible to some extent but is ulti-
matcly limited by the fact that the Being of animals is simply and funda-
mentally different from the Being of human Dasein-so much so that
entircly different terms should be used in describing what might appear
10 be identical activities (human Dascin exists, the animal mercly lives:
human Dascin cats. the animal merely feeds. and so forth). Whereas
human Dascin relates to beings in their Being, to beings as beings. ani-
mals simply have no “world” to speak of inasmuch as they have no aceess
10 the Bengof beings in their environment

But, surely s hand. itis notatall
clear that human D:
“The choce of domestic animals 25 an cxample here is particulary prob-
lematic becausc it is precisely domestic animals that human beings are
typically most capable of “going along with.” of being-with. The Being
of other, nondomesticated animal species remains, in many instances.
completely shrouded in mystery. and we rely on scientists and experts
who live with such animals for many years to provide us with even the
slightest glimpse of what being-with these animals might entail. Con-
sequently. the possbility and extent of ransposition vries with the
given “species” of animal and To
draw any general conclusions about “animality” or the world relation of
animals per se based on the example of domestic animals is. to say the
least, a questionable way of proceeding, Likewise. to reverse the proce-
dure and suggest that the cxample of 2 domestic animal is not just an
example but a statement of essence concerning animality, as Heidegger
does. is to beg the question at hand. There can be no guarantee at the
outset of the investigation of the world relations of animals that all be-
ingslbeled “aninal” hare some esental eltonal sructue; a the
very least.this ¥ iri

Given Hc‘desgrx
remarks about the “communal cooperation” that should ideally oc-



cur between the sciences and metaphysics. we have further reason for
doubting the validity of the conclusions drawn here. For what etholo-
gist. whether in Heidegger's time or our own, would be willing to make
the world relations of animals assuch when such struc-
sures have yt 0 be investigaed empiriclly in most animal specis? 15
Heidegger drawing his i

pe d charieabd 1
metaphysics and the sciences? Or is he. rather, simply making dogmatic
claims that derive from an anious guarding of the propricty of hu-
man Dascin’s supposedly unique relation to the Being of beings> What
would motivate one to make claims about sharp distinctions, indeed
abysal differcnces. between two groups of beings without sufficient
evidence?

Morcover. although Heidegger docs acknowledge that domestic ani
mals themselves “live” with human beings. that they transpose them
selves into our lives. much more could be said about this overlapping
of worlds. Tn what ways do certain animals adapt to and go along with
human bemp’ And what docsthis adaprabilty and capaceyfor vans-

bout the workd relation of A
the varied and complicated world relations amon various animal pe
cies and individual animals should give us pause in attempting to draw
any hasty conclusions about animals as such or about any differences
that mighe b drxwn between buman biogs nd animals. ool we
‘might—for this cannot f
ination to the conclusion that the yhrmmmhgxll notion of “world”
cannot provide the ground for drawing any kind of meaningful or rigor-
ous human-animal distinction at all, inasmuch as some animals appear
1o be quite “rich” in world formation.

. or at least appreciate. th
questions and criticisms toward the end of his analysis of animality in
the lecture course of 1929 and 1930. Not only docs he admit that his
discussion of the essence of animality is incomplete (inasmuch as it
focuses primarily on the holistic and relational structure of the animal
onganism while ignoring the animal’s “morility” [FCM, 26s]), but he
also acknowledges that the very manner in which his entire discussion
has been framed is. at bottom, anthropocentric. The point here is quite
simple but also symptomatic of much of philosophical discourse about
animals. Heidegger's d of animality scts out to understand the




animal's elation to world on the animal's own terms but acknowledges
that this very project gains a sense and direction only from an anthro-
pocentric perspective. This anthropocentrism takes two forms. On
the one hand. Heidegger looks at the world relation of animals prima-
rily as 2 means of dclimiting the Being of animals as a distinct group.
something that is of concern (on Heidegger's reading) only to human
beings and philosophical inquiry. On the other hand. this analysis is
undertaken, despite his best efforts to take the animal’s perspective as
a point of departure, solely in view of uncovering the essence of human
Dascin and its unique relational structure. And this overarching aim
of getting at Dascin's Being necessarily inflects and dircets Heidegger's
analysis. OF course, such anthropocentrism might be irreducible, and it
could even be desirable in certain contexts. But there are more or less
dogmatic ways of being anthropocentric. and cach way has morc or less
putat

specially
ferences between human beings and animals.
Tl idegger's onti-

nd
in the subsequent chapters at some length. But we also need to consider

e
his own late Jity. Heidegger's discussions of animality
after pts of gy question-

First hisres-

olute refusal of a hicrarchical human-animal distinction gocs a long way
toward challenging dominant philosophical notions of animality. That

pared with Y itical.
ay imals. Second, his attempt

o work thoomgh iy eelaci
1 dog-
matic anthropocentrism. Even though Heidegger fals to carry through
on this task, il i Jakob von

Uexkiill signals one way in which philosophical reflcction could inform
and be informed by a zoocentric ethology

But why. preciscly. does Heidegger fail in his task to determine the
essence of animality from a nonanthropocentric perspective? As I just
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noted, it is no simply because Heidegger's analysis of animal Being is
one-dimension: focuson word eltions. Rather, i i primarily
idered. imislf. a presing task.
chrly all of Heidegger's remarks on animals in his carly work are made
with an eye toward understanding what he considers to be the unique
essence of human Dasein. It s this focus and this priority that forms the
chicf limit of Heidegger's thought, and this same limit will most heav-
ily influence the philosophers examined in this book who work within
the orbit of his thought. Consequently. if our aim is to reorient post
Heideggerian Continental thought along nev lincs, it will be this limit
thar must be called into question

There are, of course, various ways in which one could defend
Heidegger's primary focus on human Dasein and his concomitant
‘marginalization of animals against the criticism | have just made. One
could, for instance, arguc that if thought is a thought of the event, and
that i a renewal of animal ethics has its origins in such an event, then
it is only by way of a recovery of one’s Dascin that a rethinking of ani-
mal ethics could ever take place. As such, Heidegger's thought of human
Dascin and Ereignis s actually the condition of possibility for the kind of
chought and cchico-politca practce 1 am :lgulng forinthis book. O,
o put things in
bt Heideggees path ofthought is what cears the way for a rencwalof
thought and practice involving animals (and other nonhuman beings).
one that proceeds from the event of encountering other animals. And
this kind of event of other animals is possible only in and through the
appropriation of one’s singular *site” of expropriation. that is, by being
one’s own Dascin. Heidegger's preponderant focus on human Dascin
is. from this perspective. not anthropocentric. but Dascin-centric and.
as such, event-centric. At stake for Heidegger is not human chauvinism
but maintaining the unique ck-static. event-al structure characteristic
of the Dasein within the human *

What can be said of this kind of defensc of Heidegger? 1 would sug-
gest that even if one concedes that Heidegger is not simply a human
chauvinist and could actually be read as clearing the way for a non-
anthropocentric mode of thought (and 1 would readily concede both
points). the argument does not come to an end with this concession.
For the remnants of Heidegger's anthropocentrism are more suble and
much more difficult to uncover and contest than most of his defenders




suspect. The problem here is not that Heidegger places a higher value
on human beings than animals: he is decply critical of this ontotheo-
logical thesis regarding animals. The problem is rather that Heidegger
uncritically accepts two basic tenets of ontotheological anthropocen-
trism: that human beings and animals can be clearly and cleanly dis-
tinguished in their essence; and that such a distinction berween human
beings and animals even nceds t be drawn. The first thesis about the
precise content of the human-animal distinction can be contested on
various grounds. and this is something to which I will return in my ex-
amination of Heidegger and of others authors in the following chapters.

Heidegger's attempt to draw the distinction in terms of human ex-po-
sure (Da-sein, ck-stasis) and his couching of this distinction in terms
of “abyssal” diffcrences between human beings and animals is one of
the most problematic and questionable aspects of his writings. In the
following two scctions of this chapter. | will examine later writings by
Heidegger where he draws and redraws the human-animal distinction
over and against efforts to cfface the distinction and create a kind of
human-animal homogencity. | have suggested thus far that Heidegger's
carlice works. while promisig in ceiain fespects,arc ulnmaxrly unsuc

cessful
challenges the unmrhcologx:l raditon. But beyond this citcsm. the
second thesis that guides Heidegger’s thought—the thesis that a dis-

tinction between human beings and animals is needed and should be
elaborated —is the more subtle aspect of his thought that ties (irreduc-
ibly. as 1 shall arguc) his work to the ontotheological tradition. That a
human-animal distinction should cven be made and that it should form
akind of guideline for thought are metaphysical assumptions that guide
Heidegger's discourse ~and these assumprions are decply questionable.
o be sure,such assumprions govern so many discourses and insitu-
tions today that 1o call them into question is to face ridicule and charges
of absurdity. What could be more obvious than the notion that there is a
clear distinction between human beings and animals» And that this dis-
tinction is essential for contemporary and future philosophical reflec-
tion® I shall argue throughout this chapter and the rest of this book that
nothing foday is less obvious. Whether there is a salient way t draw a
Shiicih human b d animal: i should

evenbea igh
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And it is only by working in and through the critical space opened up
by this question that a genuinely nonanthropocentric thought might
emerge.

BECOMING-ANIMAL

Heidegger's carly writings on animals and animality reflect his larger
philosophical and cultural concerns of that period. namely. developing.
a fundamental ontology that would serve to reground and reorient the
human and biological sciences, as well as the university as a whole. The
dual insistence that human beings and animals are essentially different
and tha there is an abyss that separates human existence from animal
life is, then, but one plank in the development of a morc gencral funda-
mental ontological thought nfl’n‘ cxsenceofthe burwan and what gives
rise to Being in hy
ceding. surrounding, and [ollvwmg Teideggees effors o realae this
thought within the context of the niversity are well known. and |
ot rehearse the derais hre.” What | would lkc to examine i thissec
tion, rather, Heideggers di
this period in his philosophical and political activity. As is well known.
during the period immediately following his resignation of the rector-
ship at the University of Freiburg, Heidegger engaged in an extended
“confrontation” with the writings of Nictzsche. And he did so in view
of at least two major critical theses. First, he sought to free Nietzsche
from a simplistic racial and biologistic reading (a reading that he asso-
ciated with a certain strain of Nazism, a strain from which Heidegger
was keen o distance himself). sccond. he aimed to demonstrate that
Nietzsche's thinking, despite its apparent iconoclasm, remained firmly
within thy the orbit of Western

T fact. i by making the second argumen T Nictzshe' think-

b dconclusion.. that Heideggel
thar Tha biolog

“life” 4 nd nihil
ics and ethics is. according to Heidegger's reading, not to be taken as the
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ietzsche's thought. This language
¥ d. s and

it is only by penctrating beneath this rhetorical surface layer. Heidegger
argues, that we can catch sight of Nictzsche's inner relationship to and

mplicity
What, then, ties Nictzsche to the metaphysical tradition on Heideg-
gor' reading? Itis in Nictzsche’s concept of will o power that the link is
10 be found. The will to power should be read. according to Heidegger's
controversial thesis, as both a quintessential and ultimate manifesta-
tion of the metaphysics of subjectivity that has determined the unfold-
ing of the Western metaphysical tradition since its inception.' Within
the Heideggerian interpretive framework, Nietzsche's will 1o power
is transformed into an “absolute.” domineering mode of subjectivity.
one dircctly tied to and cmanating from the human animal's
and “drives and affects™ In line with all postelassical philosophical
thought, the human subject is determined by Nictzsche as being an ani-
mal rationale. OF course. Nictzsche differs from the philosophical tradi-
tion that precedes him inasmuch as the tradition has tended prioritize
and absolutize the rationalis aspects of the animal rational. Indeed. by ar-
guing for the salience of the animal and bodily traits in understanding
the human “subject.” Nictzsche would appear to be mounting a direct
challenge to the metaphysical tradition. But, according to Heidegger.
diffe i 3 "

P
Nietzsche thinks the *same” thought as the dominant metaphysical tra-
dition: the human is nothing other than an animal rstionsle. His reversal
of the privileging of rationality over animality does nothing to displace
the tradition that precedes him but only reinforces it guiding thought
and framework, placing the accent on human animality and downplay-
ing or criticizing human rationality. It is i this scnse that Nietzsche’s
thought marks, for Heidegger, the “end” of metaphysics rather than a
pathway or passage *beyond” it. Nietzsche's reversal of the metaphysical
determination of the human as animal rationsle is simply the exhaustion
of the poﬁxbllmﬁ offered by the metaphysical tradition. The reversal
butsim-
ply inverts llwdawcal metaphysical definition — or so Heidegger would
have us believ

Iwant o :uwr that Nictzsche's reversal of classically metaphysical
ideas about animals is morc complicated and has more critical promise
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than Heidegger recognizes and that this reversal is actually an impor-
tant initial step in the larger project of displacing the anthropocentric
bias of classical metaphysics. It is because Heidegger believes that the
guiding thread of metaphysics is to be found in the determination and
unfolding of a certain conception of subjctviy that he reads Nietzsche
in the manner that he does, that is, as leading to the culmination of the
metaphysical tradition. But whatif the. or one of the. guiding threads of
Western metaphysics s not just a specific determination of subjectivity
but rather human subjcctivity. or anthropocenirisw, as such? 1 we were to
read Heidegger from this angle. then his cfforts to think in postmeta-
physical terms would be foreclosed a priori inasmuch as he fails to think
the anthropocentric ground of metaphysics and the concept of subjec-
vy that d. And if we read
this same angle, then perhaps his concept of will to power and his re-
versal of metaphysical anthropocentrism and human chauvinism could
be read as a direct challenge to and exit point from this tradition--and
something other than a sign of the “end” of metaphysics
We can approach this alternative reading of Nietzsche. somewhat
obliquely but profitably. through Heidegger's analysis of Rilke in his
lecture course of 1942 and 1943." The reasons for taking this path are
simply that Heidegger's remarks on Rilke constitute one of Heidegger's
most substantial texts on animals and that Heidegger reads Rilke as
providing a poctic version of Nietzsche's “basic position” (P, 148). This
wil provid the contet for demonstraing the mannes i which 1 be
lieve Ni ape ding, while at the
Heidegger's
project. Furthermore. Rilke’s well-known reversal of human chauvin-
fsm il allow s another means of approaching the s of whether

s e
animals
Heidegger’s seading. o Rilke and Nietche i she Parmenides lc-
ture course occurs toward the very cnd of the lectures, following an ex-
tended argument concerning the development of the concept of truth
from its inception in carly Greek thought up through ts Latinization
in Christian theology and modernization in philosophers such as Des-
cartes and Kant. Heidegger's nareative stresses the successive unfolding
of various concepts of truth that conceal ever more fully the “essence”
of the occurrence of truth in human judgment and specch. The name




that Heidegger gives to the essence of truth s “the open.” a term that
recalls thought to the unconcealment of the Being of beings by way of
human disclosure. The open names the “site” in which the event of Be-
ing occurs, and it s precisely this event that the Greek term for truth
(eleheia, understood as un- or dis-concealment) recalls and tha subsc-
quent notions of truth leave in oblivion. The open. which is the precon-
dition L which s in turn
judgment. is the ground upon which philosophy comes into being. But.
according to Heidegger. philosophy in the Western metaphysical tradi-
tion has proceeded without attention to its essential grounding in the
open and the “dis-closive” nature of the human

Heidegger discusses Rilke so as to distinguish this more primordial
concept of the open from Rilke’s notion of the open as it appears in his
Duino Eleies In pnmcu.‘zr Heidegger is concerned that Rilke's eefec
tions on the open migh f profundity. be

tak about human beings
when, in fact (according to Heidegger). they miss altogether the essence
of the human. So what exactly does Rilke say about the open that raises
Heidegger's critical attention? It is the well-known passage that opens
the cighth elegy that catches Heidegger's attention

With all eyes the creature sees
the open. Only our eyes are

reversed and placed wholly around creatures

as traps, around their free exit

What s outside we know from the animal's

visage alone (Rilke. cited in P, 153)

In this passage. we can immediately sce two things that would be prob

lematic for Heidegger. First, Rilke's notion of the open is cquated with
what *is” with beings, whereas Heideggers thought of the open is
meant to distinguish Being from beings and to recall us to the condi-
tions that cnable the event of Being in human cxistence. Sccond. and
of dircet relevance to my discussion in this chapter. Rilke's open is re-
served for the animal, the “creature.” rather than the human. This no-
tion of the open is in dircct opposition to Heideggers, which reserves
the space of the open and all that cmerges from this site (history. Being.
language. truth. and so forth) for the human alone. Both Rilke's notion
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of the open and the privileging of the animal's relation to “what is” are,

logistic metaphysics that is grounded on a “complete oblivion of Being™
(P.152). And it i because of this oblivion that modern metaphysics and
ks poetic expression of it are ignorant of “alllaws of Being” (P. 152).
the most basic of which concerns the inextricable relation berween the
unconcealment of beings and the dis-closive capacity of the human. To
suggest, as Rilke does, that animals have a privileged access to “what is”
is o misunderstand profoundly the relation between Being and beings.
 elario tha canoccur and be raised for thought oy through human
in the open. T q  this confu-
o e reversal of the coence of haman and aml. Heidegger sug-
gests,is “an uncanny hominization of the ‘creature. i.e., the animal, and
a corresponding animalization of man” (1. 152).
What Heidegger means by the “uncanny” hominization of the ani-
1and ization of the hu ifwere
call his characterization of the development of Western metaphysics as
a series of determinations of human subjectivity in which the human is
figured as an animal rationale. Rilke’s privileging of the animal with re-
gard to access to *what is” inverts the classical determination of human
chauvinism that views the human animal’s rationality as the unique
source of knowledge of the real. In the cighth clegy. Rilke portrays ra-
tionality and human consciousness s flawed means of accessing what
is. Human knowledge “mirrors” and “arranges” what is but is never able.
to sce the open in an unmediated manner. a “capacity” that is unique
to animals. Itis in this sensc that the ir- or a-rational animal is “supe-
rior” to the rational human animal of Western metaphysics in Rilke's
clegics. The animal takes on human characteristics and gains human
privilege (the animal becomes the being with privileged access to what
i) while the human s placed in the position of the animal inasmuch
as it has a lower rank and is forever barred from the realm of genuine
knowledge of what is. This reversal of human rank and ontological and
epistemological privilege in Rilke's poetry is what is uncanny accord-
ing to Heidegger: for what appears to be  radical reversal of the tradi-
tion is in fact decply indcbted to and rooted in that very tradition. In
other words, just as with Nictzsche. Rilke's poetey is but another symp-
tom of the end of metaphysics rather than a postmetaphysical mode of
thought
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Heidegger's contestation of Rilke's metaphysical reversal of human
epistemic privilege is aimed at more than simply recovering the essence
of the human in the wake of its concealment in Western met

Heidegger also believes that reversing the standard metaphysical un-
derstanding of the animal - understood as being the entity with ratio or
ogos —does nothing to help to dislse the unique esence of animality. In fact.
viewing the animal as being without logos or rationality. whether this
s given a positive or negative valence, does nothing to promote under-
standing of the specific Being of animals. Even when the traits of be-
ing “arational” or “nonspeaking” take on a positive value. as they do in
Rilke and Nietzsche. these traits are stll nothing more than the nega-
tion of supposedly unique human characteristics. To say that the ani-
mal lacks them says very little positiely about what the animal actually is
and how it differs from other entities. It is in this sense that Heidegger
can say that the kind of metaphysical thought associated with Rilke and
Nietzsche docs not heed the “mystery” and “enigmatic character” of the

: s

Tand

Defenders of Heidegger's approach to thinking about animality of-
ten point to this thread in his work in order t argue that Heidegger
does.in fact. respect the alterity of animals and that his thought s not
anthropocentric in the metaphysical sense Similar to what 1 argued
carlier, my response to this defense is that Heidegger's work is only
of a very limited value in contesting metaphysical anthropocentrism
and does not have the force his defenders scem to believe. To be sure,
as Heidegger points out, it is reductive to think about animals start-
ing from a human-centered perspective and gauging this difference in
terms of which human characteristics animals either lack or have. And
inasmuch as Heidegger insists on this point, his thinking marks, as it
does in so many other ways. an important departure from the tradition
and a significant challenge to anthropocentrism. The problem. howener.
is that Heidegger is unable to maintain rigorously this nonanthropo
centric approach to thinking about animals. His discourse on animals

y
imals against what he considers to be uniquely human capacities. In do-
ing so. Heidegger hopes to highlight the essential differences between
human beings and animals and to show that the comparisons that we
typically make berween humans and animals and the similaritics we
notice are not. in fact. similarities at all -at least in terms of essence
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Against the logic and approach of comparative assessments and find-
ing similarities between humans and animals, Heidegger draws the line
between human beings and animals ever mre decply. As we hm seen.

he goes so far as to speak of an “abyss™ beings
and animals that cannot be crossed. The question for the defenders of
Heidegaee'sapproach thus becomes: How docs this thetoric of sbysal
diffe nd animal:

acually contest the znduopo(tmnc tradition? Does it not, quﬂt sim-
ply.only

the notio that human bings and aninmalsarc eventially dxfferml) :nd
make it even more entrenched> Furthermore. how can we reconcile this
thetoric and thought of the human-animal distinction with the rigor-
ous research and recent developments in the sciences over this issue?
Are we truly to believe that Heidegger's thought of the human-animal
distinction provides 2 more tenable and fruitful dircction for scicntific,
philosophical. and ethico-political research in this area than that pro-
vided b the scences Fllowing Heidegger' approach seems ven mre

realize that
dw aman-animal distintion in evoletionary theoey and ic cined

asusual (i the Kuhnian sens) but of 2 serious engagement with the

sciences
1 any science has been forced to have  thoughtful encounter with ts
own foundations, surcly it has been the biological sciences. Perhaps sci-
ence docs think, after all.

There are two additional problems with Heideggers discourse in
his Parmenides lectures, the first of which concerns the ethico-political
effects of the reversal of metaphysical anthropocentrism in Rilke and
Nictzsche, and the second of which relates to Heidegger's ontological

g st point, Heidegger
o attention to what is involved in mounting a challenge to anthropo-
centric thinking and the role that poctry. ar. and altcrnative modes of
in this task. Almost nd rev
movements of recent times ~and the movement that secks to displace
anthropocentrism s just such a movement risk this initial gesture of
hicrarchical m\eml of binary disinctions. When a group of beings.
h ly de- across asub-
Seantal i span.onc ofth sry ewways o challngs s conceprual
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ind ttional is to grant the devalued

than the beings to whxh they were negatively compared. The pitfalls
of such “strategic essentialism” are well known, but the value of these
kinds of strategic reversals is not wholly negative. They can at least have
the effect of desedimenting long:standing ideas about the undervalued
and underprivileged group in question. To stick with the example of
animals, Rilke’s and Nictzsche's privileging of animal experience and
d untenable in . does have
the effect of raising for thought the possibility that we have profoundly
‘misunderstood animal experience and have viewed animals through
2 reductive. nco-Cartesian lens for too long. One can only agree with
Heidegger that Rilke and Nietzsche humanize animals in certain ways
and that this humanization is problematic But it is essential that one
acknowledges the limitations of this kind of Rilkean and Nietzschean
approach from o genaincly nonanthropocenric perspecive. The Heideggerian
critique of Rilke and Nictzsche procceds less from a nonanthropocen-
tric perspective and more from a decp anxiety over the crossing and
blurring of boundarics between human and animal and a desire to sal-
vage the unique essence and relational structure proper to human Da-
scin. Although Heidegger pays lip service to respect for the alterity of
animal life, his work does not demonstrate any abiding concern t© de-
termine with any rigor the Being of animals or to analyze the ethico-
political an lity, Animals
and animality almost always appear in Heidegger's texts as foils for a
positive understanding of human essence and almost never as concepts
and life forms to be understood on their own terms. And it s this very
approach that makes Heidegger's thought deeply problematic from the
point of view of the argument being developed here
The other untenable aspect of Heidegger's reading of Rilke (and the
related thinking in Nietzsche and the biological sciences) is found in
the underlying ontological commitments of Heidegger's discourse. -

pecially b I hile his lism is from
l work
identity politics, ith these a kind of se-

mantic and ontological realism that involves making sharp distinctions

amondiffrens beings. Avd it is difcult o discern what vidence
irical, or otherwise—-| h

ontological determinations about the essence of various btlwp. espe-
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cially in th i nd
animals. g i
Heidegger claims to think from and h

the sciences. i P

In general, Heidegger's discourse on animality manifests less a com-
munal cooperation with the biological sciences and more a decp anxi-
ety about the confusion of boundarics between human and animal in
«mlﬂnpoﬂr) scientific literary. and philosophical culture. This ani-
ing of Rilke

in the Parmenides lectures. In explainiog that Rilke's use of the term
“creature” in the Duino Elegis should be understood as referring solcly
to nonhuman animals. Heidegger offers the following gloss and ques-
tion concerning Rilke's reversal of the human-animal distinction: “For
Rilke, human ‘consciousness.” reason. logs, is preciscly the limitation
that makes man less potent than the animal. Are we then supposed to
turn into animals?” (P, 154 n.1). Even if Rilke's poctic discourse on an-
imals were meant to urge human beings toward this possibility (which
is doubtful). one wonders what the problem with such a becoming-
animal of the human might be? What would be lost if human beings
were somehow to become “animal” and leave behind thei “higher”
faculties? One gets the sense that Heidegger believes that the recov-
ery of human essence and the uniquely human capacities that emerge
from this cssnce are hings that need o be solemnly and reerendly
guarded. Is this not
Heidegger's discourse?

The obvious antidote to such reverential and anxious guarding of
human propricty is Nictzsche's opening paragraph from his 1873 essay
*On Truth and Lics in a Nonmoral Sense”

In some remote corner of the universe. p«ultd out and glitering in
clever ani-
‘mals invented knm«kdge That was the )u..gmm and most menda
cious minte of “world history” ~yet only a minute. After nature had
drawn a few breaths the star grew cold, and the clever animals had
o die.

One might invent such a fable and still not have illustrated suf-
ficiently how wretched, how shadowy and flighty. how aimless and
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arbitrary, the human intellect appears in nature. There have been
eternitics when it did not exist: and when it is done for again. noth-
ing will have happened. For this intellect has no further mission that
would lead beyond human lie. 1t is human, rather. and only its owner
and producer gives it such importance. a f the world iveted around it

“The critical delimitation of anthropocentrism and human chauvinism
exposed here in Nictzsche. which is reminiscent of certain gestures in
Rilke's poctry. has no exact equivalent in Heidegger preciscly because
Heidegger takes over the classical metaphysical project of uncovering
and analyzing human cssence as distinguished from animal life. And
if the Nictzschean and Rilkean discourse on animality is read only
through a Heideggerian lens. it might appear that their respective met-
aphysical reversals of the human-animal distinction accomplish lictle
more than privileging irrationality over human rationality, language.
and consciousness. But there is more ar stake in their discourse than the
Heideggerian reading allows us to sce. and we can begin to geasp what
is at issue only once we have abandoned. or at least held in abeyance.
the Heideggerian aim of secking the proper of the human. Beyond this
perspective, thinkers such as Rilke and Nictzsche, and others who con-
test metaphysical anthropocentrism, can also be viewed as urging the
possibility of thinking from other-than-human perspectives and modes
of existence. The displacement of human privilege and critique of an-
thropocentrism in such thinkers is not an end in itself (as Heidegger
scems to suggest) but rather serves as the opening onto a larger set of
qne.mum that concern the expansion of(huughl and possibilities of liv-
d h

"Nietzsch gives (xphﬂr voice to wh posnhmlmes in book 5 of The
Gay Science in a passage entitled “Our new ‘infinite To be sure, as this
passage demonstrates, Nictzsche is critical of the possibility of actually
moving wl.ou, beyond an anthropocentric eistemelogical perspective
. He insists that we
cansolook srouns oer owm cormer: i f s hopeles cariadey hat wanes

her kinds of intellec
which i 1o say that full and genuine access to whatever other-than-
human perspectives there might be is forever forbidden o human be-
ings. But this impossibility does not lead Nietzsche to conclude, in line
with metaphysical anthropocentrism, that the human perspecive is the only
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possble perpctive. Rather, he argucs that the hasty conclusion of meta-
physical anthropocentrism betrays a dogmatic and immodest attitude.
Nietzsche writes:

1 should think that today we are at leastfar from the ridiculous im.
modesty that would be involved in decreeing from our corner that
perspectives are permitted only from this corner. Rather has the
world become *infinite” for us all over again. inasmuch as we cannot
reject the possibility that i may inlude iniit inserprtatons. Once more
we are scized by a great shudder s

The *shudder” Nietzsche writes of here is the result of glimpsing the
abyss opencd up by recognition of the perspectival character of human
knowledge and .hc mmmm awareness nthe limits and ends of an-
Elsewhere,
he argues that ﬂx- ulnmarc ground .,fh..m.. nibilism stems from be-
ing unable to withstand and think through this shudder of the limits of
the human and that the immodesty and *hyperbolic naiveté” of anthro-
pocentrism is what is responsible for the collapse of values.* Thus, far
from fulfilling the metaphysics of modern subjectivity in the concept
of a domincering human will to power (as Heidegger reads Nietzsche).
Nictzsche's thought secks to mark clearly the limits of the humanist
metaphysical schema. And in distinction from Heidegger, Nietzsche
clearly recognizes the conjunction between humanism, anthropocen-
trism, and nihilism, and understands that the most promising means

di o 4

through an “overcoming” of the human.

That such an overcoming of the human must pass through a meta-
physical reversal of human chauvinism and a “becoming-animal” of the
human is a thought that has been developed at some length by Gilles
Following Nictzsche's lead, and extending.

Is, Deleuze and Guattari
view becoming-animal as a necessary moment in the displacement of
metaphysical humanism and anthropocentrism. They contrast an onto-
logical and epistemological standpoint anchored in human subject
(“being-perceptible”) with the multiple and varied perspectives of non-
and inhuman others (*becoming-imperceprible”). and they argue that
anthropocentrism is effectively challenged only in encountering and
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chinking from other han-human perspectves. Like Nitzsche De-
s actually
8

being. | e dand

is
not a marter. as Heidegger seems o think is the case with Rilke and
Nictzsche, of imitating or identifying with animals. Rather. it is a mat-
ter of being transformed by an encounter with nonhuman perspectives.
Becoming-animal is thus better understood in terms of symbiosis, af-
fect. alliance. and contagion between beings that ar usually identified
as distinctly “human” and “animal *

And yet, if such encounters and becomings-animal are to be truly
transformational, they must proceed in such a way that animals are not
approached in familiar. anthropomorphic terms. Deleuze and Guattari

suggest be . the first two
of which are anthropomorphic and a thrd that disrups human con-

first, s familiar, individual “belong” to us,
what they call “Ocdipal animals”; second. as beings with characteristics
that can be studied in order to uncover “structures” and “models.” or
“State animals”; and third, as *demonic” or “pack” animals caught up
in a network of machinic becomings that undercut any classificatory or
Ocdipal schema ” These three different ways of approaching animals

pplied. they argue. y
we scem to be most familiar (‘even the cat, even the dog). Ttis the de-
‘monic animals that interest Deleuze and Guattari inasmuch as they of-
fer perspectives and possibilities for becoming that displace dominant
modes of human subjectivity and open the human to hybrid modes of
existence. Demonic animals are not anchored to any “proper” or essen-
tial site but live and move in and through transformational becomings
that make propricty impossible. By entering into conjunction with such

on a path or “linc of light” leading away from human subjectivity and

But whar, preciscly. drives human beings to enter into these “assem-
blages” with demonic animals? Deleuze and Guatari speak of a “fas-
cination” for the animal and other nonhuman perspectives that are at
work in becoming-animal; for them, it is this fascination that motivates
revolutionary literature and progressive discourses on animals. From
this perspective. the discourses on animality we find in such thinkers
as Rilke and Nictzsche (and, for Deleuze and Guartari, Franz Kafka
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would be an important figur 0 add to this st as welly* are not 1o be
understood
beings to become “irrational * Rather. their contestation of anthropo-

be taken as cvidence of a fascination for something “outside” or other
than the human and dominant perspectives (and this “outside” might
well lie within human beings, for cxample, in an inhuman space at the
very heart of what we call human). From the theorctical perspective de-
veloped by Deleuze and Guattari, authors such as Rilke and Nietzsche
can be scen as signposts on the path toward a postanthropocentric and
transhumanist thinking rather than. as Heidegger would have it. the
‘mere culmination of the metaphysical tradition that precedes them

FROM METAPHYSICAL HUMANISM TO
METAPHYSICAL ANTHROPOCENTRISM

For all of his critical remarks on Rilke. Nictzsche. and other thinkers
wha reverse the metaphysical human-animal distinction. it is clear that

physical tradition and anthropocentrism that i at issuc here. OF course.
is worl
acteristic of metaphysical thought ies in its commitment to developing
a specific notion of subjecticity in the form of human subjectivity —not
anthropocentrism. But it was not altogether lost on Heidegger that the
project of unfolding a specific notion of human subjectivity is. in fact.
a mater of focusing on specifically human subjectivity. When the foun-
dation of metaphysics is located by Heidegger in the establishment of a
certain conception of truth, being, and subjectivity in Plato, he is aware
that this movement is also a simultancous establishment of:mhrvpﬂ
centrism. Thus, with d Plato, wh:
the essence of truth; there is also a shift in the ground nfplnl\nwphy as
auch toward

This coincidence between the establishment of metaphysics and
anthropocentrism is noted by Heidegger most explicitly in his essay
“Plato’s Doctrine of Truth * There he suggests that the “beginning of
metaphysics in the thought of Plato is at the same time the beginning
of "humanism. ™" In contrast with his analysis of humanism in the
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“Letter on*Humanism (which 1 will take up at lengeh below). in “Pla-
to's Doctrine of Truth” Heidegger understands humanism broadly to
involve both the establishment of human subjectivity and a more general
Weare oldthath mcuphysics

and h
2 processthat moves the Isman ~iato ceners place among beings
and thar what s at stake in this metaphsical plvpeﬂ is to take human
beings and y through "
behavior.reason, civic sense, nd s0.on. Alchough the accent i laced on
different aspects of this project depending on which version of human-
ism is under discussion (Roman, Christian, Marist. existentialist, and
5o 0n), this much remains the same in all humanisms:in cach instance
there is a “metaphysically determined revolving around the human be-
ing, whether in narrower or wider orbits.™*

It might be thought, then, that Heidegger's subscquent critical en-
gagement with metaphysical humanism would require 2 thorough sort-
ing through of anthropocentrism and its effects. But Heidegger's most
extended treatment of metaphysical humanism, his much-discussed

“Leteron-Humanism. setns 10 abandon th citical analysis of an-

o 1 shall
As those rad:n milia with the *Leruee on Hurmanisen™ will re-
call, Heidegger traces the concept of kumanites back to the age of the
Roman Republic. in which homo humanus was opposed to homo barbaras.
He tells us that homo humanus is the name given to Romans who embod-
ied the paidea of the Greeks of the Hellenistic age. Humanitas, the Roman
translation of the Greek puideia came to mean scholarship and training
in good conduct. Now. subsequent versions of humanism (from Ren-
aissance humanism, to cightcenth-century German humanism. to the
sersions we fnd in Mar and, more memr, in Sarre) differ :lgmfr
cantly. pes
there i in fact,  common core o al manifesttions nﬁ..,m...;m on
Heidegger's reading, Whereas in “Plato’s Doctrine of Truth.” Heidegger
sought to link all humanisms through reference to their “metaphysically
determined revolving around the human being* here in the “Letter” he
suggests that a certain determination of Being s such is at the core of
humanism. Thus, humanism in the “Letter” is seen as an effort t de-
fine “man” in view of “an already cstablished interpretation of nature,
history, world, and the ground of world. that is of beings as a whole ™
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For Heidegger, it s this preestablished interpretation of the Being of
beings as a whole that r,wfm all previous humanisms as being metephys
aal. Andit ion of the truth of

itself) o
both metaphysics and humanism simoltancously that Heidegger ims
o disclose their common ground. Gone in the “Letter.” then, is the spe-
cific and explicit reference in *Plato’s Doctrine of Truth to the anthro-
pocentrism of the metaphysical tradition. As we shall see. this setting
aside of the question of anthropocentrism leads to dogmatism.

The operative interpretation of the Being of the human presupposed
by classical humanism is. as we saw in the Parmenides lecture course,
that the human being is an animal ationle. Heidegger finds this deter-
‘mination questionable in several respects. To begin with. animal ration-
ale is not simply a translation of the Greek definition of man, 500m logon
echon (the animal having discourse or language), but a metaphysical inter-
prtation of this definition in which ratio is problematically substituted
for logs. According to Heidegger. not only do rato and loges denote two
distinct “capacitics”, but the names themselves spring from a radically
different relation to the Being of beings. By contrast with the Greek
logos. the various definitions of raro (as reason. a faculty of principles o
categories. and so on) already presuppose and arise from within a cer-
tain preestablished interpretation of the Being of beings, thereby coer-
ing over the question of the truth of Being. that s, the question of how
Being s ghen to the human and the essential cobelonging of Being and
human beings. The same gocs for the animal of the Latin enimal rationas
which, according to Heideggcr, is always interpreted by humanism in
terms of a predetermined conception of the Being of animality. When
Heidegger criticizes humanism for being metaphysical in the “Letter.”
itis these two dogmatic limits and their common ground that are being
addressed

But beyond this delimitation of the common ground of human-
ism and metaphysics, there is something clsc at stake here to which
Heidegger will devote a considerable amount of effort in the remain-
der of the “Letter.” It involves a contestation of the confusion of hu-
manitas with animalitas in the definition of the human as nimal ationale.
Heidegger's point here is that not only is metaphysics guilty of failing
to raise the question of Being regarding ratio and animalias it is also at
fault for thinking man more on the basis of animalitas than his humanias
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He wonders if this is the most effective means of uncovering what is
essential to man: “it finally remains to ask whether the cssence of the
human being primordially and most decisively lies in the dimension of
animalias at all” (LH, 246) Should the human be thought of in terms
of life, as one “living being” among others, among “plants, beasts. and
God” as Heidegger phrases > This is hmvb\olnp;m proceeds. and in
5o doing,
bcings Ultmately, however. the biologisric approsch s o uncover
the essence of the human —and this is why Heidegger takes his distance
from biologism. According to Heidegger, when man is placed alongside
nrhc: ll\mx beivgs. we handn” s cmence o the el of

venif (asis the ) man
s :umsudﬂ:d different from the animal on the basis uf!ome essential
artribute. for example. having a spirit o soul. or being capable of subjec-
tivity or personhood. An analysis of man that starts from the realm of
animalitas and then locates the human being’s essential difference from
the animal by tacking on a soul or mind still falls short of thinking
man’s humanitas (LH, 246 7).

As Derrida recalls in “The Ends of Man.” what Heidegger finds
missing in this approach to man is his proper csience and dignity.» Man's
essence lies in his ck-sistence, and it i in ck-sisting that man finds his
dignity and propriety. But Heidegger is not just trying to restore man's
essence and revalorize his dignity. he is doing so within the context of

“living creatures.” especially the animal. In the *Letter.” Heidegger in-
sists not once or twice but three times that ck-sistence is not only man's
‘proper. but his proper alone. He writes: “Such standing in the clearing of
being I call the ek-sistence of human beings. This way of being is proper
only to the human being” (LH, 247). And one sentence later, Heidegger
asserts two more times that only human beings are characterized by ck-
sistence: “Ek-sistence can be said only of the essence of the human be-
ing. that is, only of the human way to be” For as far as our expericnce
shovws.only the human being i der Mewchalin ] adived t the des-
tiny of ek * (L. 247). Why

Docs Heidegger mercly wish to drive home the point that metaphysics
has time and again overlooked man's essence as ck-sistence> Certainly.
but that s not the only reason. He is also working to separate decisively
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human propriety from that which docs not belong properly or cssen-
tially to the human. And. for Heidegger. what does ner belong properly
to man's essence is animaltas. The metaphysical definition of man as
animal rationale has allowed this essential distinction to become blurred.
and this is another reason why it comes under criticism in the *Letter.
Thus, Heidegger' resoration of man's cssence and digity is. | would
suggest, as much a back.
with Being as it is of driving a wedge between the essence of man and
the essence of the animal based on this relation

This suggestion receives further support when Heidegger turns to
a discussion of embodiment (LH, 247 ff). Heidegger argues here that
the human body. in its essence, must be viewed as something other than
the body of a living organism. He insists on this point because it s hu-
man bodics (which in many ways are so similar to other living being's
bodies—especially animal bodics) that encourage us to understand
man's Being in terms of enimalitss. According to Heidegger, however.
the human body and the animal body, despite certain anatomical and

physiologica similaitie, ae differnt in ssence. “The human body is

dlich anderes] than an animal

(LH, 247). That physiology can study the human body 2s an animal
organism and even give us a number of interesting and useful facts in
the process i, for Heidegger, no guarantee that the essence of the human
being has been properly explained. For this to come about, the human

body
Man's bodily interaction with other entities around him is. according o
Heidegger, esentally differet from the way nonhuman embodicd beings
relate to other entitics, since man moves about in a “world” that grants
i acces © bings in heir Being, Because whatis essential 0 man s
ck-sist that Being, the hu-
man body ingonly

and essentially human— ground.

Now, in using the term “ck-sistence” to highlight the ecstatic element
of Dasein's Being, Heidegger sccks as well as to avoid the metaphysi-
cal baggage that accompanies the concept of existentia, which significs
actuality in contrast to possibility. esentia. Using the term ck-sistence.
Hcidegger thus cstablishes a certain distance between himself and the
various metaphysical interpretations of existenta offered by medieval
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philosophers, Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche, all of whom fail to char-
acterize accurately man's Being. Heidegger leaves it an open question
whether the Being of beings other than the human is adequately con-
veyed with the concept of exisentia. What Heidegger i able to determine
with apparent certainty is that unlike human beings. living creatures
(his examples are plants and animals, the stone being his cxample of a
nonliving being) do not ek sist. It is at this point that we can begin o see
more clarly thestakes involved in the “Letter” If ek sistence i proper
wiheh lone. then it follows that o b than the human

hare in it spe ngs we suspect of being the most
akin s Heideggers csscatialit logc socks to make cloan, decisive
cuts where the possibiity of contamination creeps in

L as they are without stand; ide of their be
i h and within the truth of being, p d

i being OF all presum
ably the most difficult to think about are I [tebe wesen].

because on the one hand they are in a certain way most closely akin
tous [Heidegger will speak a few lines later on of our “abysmal bodily
Kinship with the beast”), and on the other they are at the same time.
scparated from our ck-sistent essence by an abyss (L, 248)

Ultimately, then, not only are “living creatures” different from “us.”
they are differcnt in their cssence, so essentially different that a gulf
opens up wide cnough to be labeled an “abyss” This is not the only time
Heidegger will insist on an abyss between ek-sistent man and creatures
that merely live ¢ But why cmploy this hyperbolic rhetoric of abysses
and essential differences>

On the surface of the text, it s clear that at the very least Heidegger
wants to distance his own project from the determination of the Being
of man made by previous metaphysical humanisms. The definition of
man as animal ratonale that humanism takes for granted is not altogether
false, but it remains metaphysical. Heidegger thus opposes this meta-
physical humanism in order to think man on a nonmetaphysical basis.
in terms of the question of the truth of Being, This opposition to hu-
manism docs not come down then to merely advocating some form of

but rather is intended

ism, what could be called (following David Krell) a “hyperhumanism”
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b hu-
1 d proper dignity To
that extent the thinking in Being and Time is against humanism. But
hi an that k i
the humane and advocates the inhuman, that it promotes the inhu-
‘mane and deprecates the dignity of the human being. Humanism is
being high
enough. (LH. 251)

It should be noted. though, that Heidegger goes on to argue that man's
Iumanitas, his unique relation to the saying and truth of Being, should
not be mistaken for a kind of mastery or tyranny over Being in which
man deigns o release the beingness of beings into an all too loudly

glorificd ‘objectivity'* (LH. 252). Instead, the recovery of man's humani-
tas is meant 1o recall the essential finitude of the human being, man’s
being-ths y Being of y guard and
shepherd it

Thus, despitc being  hyperhumanism of sorts. Heidegger's idea
of humanism, inasmuch as it is grounded on the finitude of the hu-
man and its expropriation by Being, docs not appear to be an anthro-
pocentrism in any simple sense. Now, if what were at issue here were
only these decentering aspects of Heidegger's work, | could subscribe
o his critique of metaphysical humanism almost without reserve. But
when he offers his own determination of mans proper mode of existence,
any adherence t his path of thought must be ci d subse-
quently brought into question. Even the most minimal determination
of propricty presupposes delimitation and cutting, and even when the
determination is as equivocal and indeterminate as Heidegger's ‘man's

! propriety
in such a way that ncither can be said to dominate, we nevertheless need
lant about what kinds of i Of course,
Heidegger’s nonmetaphysical definition of man appears to be so broad
as to pose no concerns about exclusion. Ek:sistence is not parceled out
unequally along any of the traditional lines that have scparated one
‘group of human beings from another (gender. race, class. etc): it finds its
b g Bt it docs vk ands ol it
along a questionable dividing line separating man from animal. Reading
Heidegger's thought from the perspective of the question of the animal
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bl d o track the h
undulw Heidegger'thetoric ofabysses and essential diferences
further, we find that the
mmzl and human reappears in Heidegger's “Letter” when he shifes to
an analysis of language. When Heidegger calls into question the meta-
physical definition of man as animal rational, he is. of course. doing so
with an eye toward the more primordial Greck understanding of man
as 200n logon echon, the animal having language. By interpreting the logos
as ratio, metaphysical humanism misses the essential role that language
plays in being-h As | mentioned earli y Rodewn
taphysi

ol interpretation of it, one in which a groundless expericnce of rato is
substituted for a more primordial experience of the word. But a simple
return to the Greek definition of man will not suffice cither, since in la-
beling man “th * we run
ing language as something that ariscs out of. or is added on 1o, man's
animal existence. To understand man’s proper relation to language.
Heidegger argues that we must begin from man's humaias and ot his
animal nature, peaking, do not "

“Animals lack man's specifi relation o langusge. scconding 1o
Hicidegger, bcause they ack “world * Workd here docs ot simply mean
“nature” or the Pl

Wodd" th "

supposes the capaciy for ek ssence, fo standin i the clearing of -
ing where Being comes into presence and departs, a possibility reserved
for man alone. Plants and animals do not cksist outside of themseles in
the clearing of Being, but simply i within their surrounding environ-
ments: “Because plants and animals are lodged in their respective en-
vironments but are never placed frecly into the clearing of being which
alone is ‘world, they lack language” (LH, 248). We should not infer from
this passage that Heidegger is arguing that plants and animals have no
access to beings beyond themselves. As is clear from Fundamental Conceps
of Metaphysics Heidegger docs believe that plants and animals have access
to other beings around them; he denics, however, that plants or animals
ar able to access these other entities n their Being, or as such, in the way
that human beings with language and world are able to do. Without lan-
‘guage. which simultancously distances man from his surrounding envi
ronment and brings him into proximity with Being, plants and animals
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“merely” to live with-
out access to the Being of other beings or their own Being,

The metaphysical-animal explanation of man's essence thus covers
over the close relation between being and language posited here. much
as it misses man's ck-sistent essence. For Heidegger. the essence of lan-
guage needs to be understood as the “clearing-concealing advent of be-
ing itself” (LH, 249). or, as he says later in the text, the bringing near
of being “occurs [wes] essentially as language itself” (LH, 253). This
conception of language finds its contrast in the traditional conception
of language as a unity of body (2 phoneme o written character). soul
(melody and rhythm), and spirit (meaning). The definition of man as

this

guage
insofar as man's constiution is read i terms of body: soul. and spri
Man's body f animalits, and

his capacity forlangusage and reason ae the specific marks ofhis humani
s T
as the single and sole living creature with the capacity for language

cige . however, that asaris-
|ngfmrm an's animal naure:anguag s nt st somthing dded on

“he uman b umunly:' i chewesen] who
posseses langage oo with ocher capacicies Rather, angrage s the
house of being in which the human being ck-sists by dwelling. in that he
belongs to the truth of being, guardingit” (LH, 254)

As this passage illustrates, Heidegger's contestation of the metaphys-
ical definition of man as animal ational i indeed undertaken in order to
restore the privilege of being as the matter of thought. but this privi-
lege cannot be separated from an cssentialist logic that functions on an-
other level ~a logic that grants man, and man slone. a certain dignity in
his expropriated proximity to being, It is from this perspective that we
can appreciate the implications of Derrida’s statement that “man and
the name of man are not displaced in the question of being such as it
is put to metaphysics ™ Heidegger's thought of the truth of Being i

of amore exacting and rigorous determination of the human

But--as you no doubt have been wanting to rejoin for quite a while
now —docs not such thinking think preciscly the humenitas of homo
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humanas? Does it not think humanites in 2 decisive sense. 25 1o meta-

physics has thought it or can think it? Is this not a“humanism” in the
Certainly. It is that

of the human being from nearness to being. But at the same time it

is a humanism in which not the human being but the human being’s

But then docs no the ek sistence of the human being also stand or
fllin this game of stakes? Indeed it docs. (LH. 261)

Let me. then.sum up the isue with Heidegger s ceary as pos-
sible. Where classical humanisms have b inc man's
Being in light of a presupposed determination of nature and human-
ity, Heidegger has boldly raiscd the question of the ground of these de-
terminations. thercby cxposing humanismis complicty with dogmatic
metaphysics and offering a new determination of man’ essence as ek-
sistence. With this critique of humanism and conception of ck-sistence
we are given not only the possibility for a clearer understanding of the
collapse of valuc theory and its attendant nihilism but also the possi-
bility for an alternative “cthics.” another thought of responsibiliy e, of
responsibility qua responsivity o exposure.** This is Heidegger's great
contribution to contemporary thought and one with which I am largely
sympathetic

The problem arises. though. when Heidegger limits ck-sistence to
man alone. And the issue here is not simply that Heidegger offers no
or argumentation in support of this claim (although this defi-
fcultics): nor is the problem that this claim
about ek sistence s anyhing but crain. (1 amyone cerain including

1Fhe s certain and the case i so brious, what i the sarus of is con-
stant denegations and disavowals of animal ek-sistence?) The problem
lies instead with Heidegger's uncritical reliance on a logic of opposition
in differentiating human beings from animals Why does Heidegger re-
peatedly insist that man alone ek-sists> Could one not just as easily speak
of ek sistence withu drawing sngl. insuperable ines becween human

sion of ek-s il 1l
and boundarics but would these differnces m:nly be essential.
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simple, oppositional, binary, and abyssal, and would they necessarily fall
along a line dividing human from animal>
Ultimately, despite his profound analysis of the limits of metaphysi-
cal humanism, Heidegger offers nothing in the way of critique con-
cerning the metaphysical tradition’s drawing of the oppositional line
between human beings and animals: his final concern, rather, is with
the way in which this oppositional line has been determincd and under-
stood. Heidegger thus say the “Same” as the humanist radition—he
logic 1 The
difference in Heidegger's repetition of the Same lies in his shifting of
the opposition between human and animal onto another register. The
essential difference between human and animal for Heidegger lies not
merely in having language or reason but in the ground of these capaci-
s ek sistence, which s rescrved for the human alone. Thus, what we
find in Heidegger' text when read from the perspective of the question
of the animal is an effcctive challenge to metaphysical humarism (where
man is determined according to a preestablished interpretation of the
Being of beings) but. at the same time. a further sedimentation and re
inforcement of the anthropocenirism of this same humanist tradition (in
which the animal’s Being is detcrmined in strict binary opposition to
and agﬂmst the chgoﬁlk
o i the gs

comething]
human specificity over and against those beings who that threaten to
undermine that specificty. It is this problematic anthropocentric rem-
nant that Heidegger has bequeathed to contemporary thought. In the
following chaprers, 1 will track this remnant of anthropocentrism as it
gets taken up, refined. interrogated. and refigured in Levinas. Agamben.
and Derrida







Facing the Other Animal

Levinas

INTRODUCTION

The question that guides this chapter can be stated succinctly as fllows:

What today remains of Levinass thought for animal ethics? This is an

important question to pose, for Levinas's thought would appear at first

blush to be opposed to the main positions developed in this book. The

two dominan theses in Levinads wrsings concening animals are: no
1

pable of a genuine 10 the Other:
and Mmhum:n animalsar no e kinds of beings ths el an echical
. the Other is ahw

l)u:hmnn Other. My sim beve s 10 cxamia these da.mm they appear

incertainof L

theun-
derlying logic of his thought permits o such amhrvp«rmmm When
the logic of L allow for

cither of those two claims. In fact, as I shall argue. Levinas's cthical phi-
losophy is. or at least should be. committed to a notion of uiversa rhical
consideration, that is, an agnostic form of ethical consideration that has no
aprior This radical notion

eration anticipates certain of the themes to be developed in the chapter
on Jacques Derrida and also helps to frame the political dimensions of
the question of the animal as | present it in the next chapter, on Giorgio
Agaml




LEVINAS'S EQUIVOCAL ANTHROPOCENTRISM

What, then, of the first claim that Levinas makes. that animals are in-
capable of a genuine cthical response to the Other? In order for a given
animal to be capable of responding to an Other. an animal would. ac-
conding o Levinas's account. have 1o be able to overome orsuspend s
Levinas holds a classical (which i to say, Hobbes-
ian and qm.cp.mm) view of animals as being engaged in an unre-
mitting struggle of all against all, persisting in their egoist desires. blind
and deaf 1 the cll o the Ovher For an animl 1 be able tosuspend
1d hi nd
pletely inexpl iology. T1 imal isalso,
according to Levinas, largel ical dri
andit. 1o, ives primarily by pursuing “analytically.or animally™ its own
struggle for existence. It is only by breaking with this biological order of
bcing that crhics and “the human” arise Thos,the human and crbics are
inl s They mark a rupture in
the order of being and point toward the “otherwise than being.” which
could just as easily be rewritten as the “otherwise than animality” In a
certain scnse.then. Levinas's cotir philosophy is oriented around pre-
cisely thi e Ji
and become properly human?

OF course. the opposite possibiliy. that the nonhuman animal could
become ethical and thus properly “human” can never be completely
ruled out. Instances of certain individual animals sacrificing their own
well-being for members of their own and other species are legion: and
while evidence for many of these occurrences s often ancedotal, suf-
ficient numbers have been witnessed firsthand by scientists or captured
on film o constitute genuine verification of radical altruism among
nonhuman animals. (Indeed. as we shall sce, one of the great puzzles
for evolutionary biologists is why such altruism exists at all in both the
human and animal world; whatever answer is given to this “puzzle.” it
i taken for granted by biologists and cthologists that altruism oceurs
quite frequently theoughout nature) Such evdence would seem. at the
very least, b

“analytieally™—that i, ..«m.m, and naturally —in a selfish struggle of
all against all If animals are also capable of being-for-the-Other, then
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the chief dividing line between the human and the animal threatens to
vanish in Levinas's discourse.

Curiously, Levinas himself scems o flirt with just this possibility
concerning animals when reflecting on Bobby. 2 dog whom he encoun-
tered while a prisoner of war during World War I1. Rather than para-
phrasing the encounter, it is best to let Levinas describe it in his own
inimitable manner:

There were seventy of us in a forestry commando unit for Jewish
prisoners of war in Nazi Germany. An extraordinary coincidence was.
the fact that the camp bore the number 1492, the year of the expul-
sion of the Jews from Spain under the Catholic Ferdinand V. The
French uniform still protected us from Hitlerian violence. But the
other men, called free, who had dealings with us or gave us work or
orders or even a smile—and the children and women who passed by
and sometimes raised their cyes—stripped us of our human skin. We
were subhuman.  gang of apes. A small inner murmur, the strength
and wretchedness of persecuted people. reminded us of our essence
as thinking creatures. but we were no longer part of the world. Our
comings and goings. our sorrow and laughter, illnesses and distrac-
tions. the work of our hands and the anguish of our eyes. the letters
we received from France and thosc accepted for our families —all that
passed i parenthesis, W it

spite all their vocabulary. beings without language. Racism is not 2
biological concept: anti-Semitism is the archetype of all internment
Social aggression, itself, mercly imitates this model. It shuts people
away in a class, deprives them of expression and condemns them to
being “signifiers without a significd” and from there 1o violence and
fighting. How can we deliver  message about our humanity which.
from behind the bars of quotation marks. will come across as any-
thing other than monkey talk>

nd thes

our lises. One day he came to meet this rabble s we returned under
guard from work. He survived in some wild patch in the region of the
camp. But we called him Bobby. an exotic name, s one does with a
cherished dog. He would appear at morning assembly and was wait-
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ing for us as we returned. jumping up and down and barking in de
light. For him, there was no doubt that we were men *

Among the several things that might be highlighted in this remark-
able passage (which is certainly one of the most personal and moving in
all of Levinas's writings). | will focus primarily on Levinas's reference to

l s

obby
actions (his waiting
ingof thei

but they do seem nevertheless to enact something of an ethical gesture.
Dogs. -apacity inneed,
whether in regard to other dogs, human beings. or members of other
species. And Bobby's response o the prisoners —prisoncrs who were

rabble. i

a“gangof
apes” i precscly what they necded: mm.ndmrrlmhummq that
is, of their singy Y literal in-

prisoners humanity, Bobby establishes himselfin Levinas's yes as ‘more
human® than the Nazi soldicrs guarding the camp. This leads Levi-
nas to refer, famously. to Bobby as “the last Kantian in Nazi Germany™
(DF,153).

Levinas is quick to add. however, that Bobby lacks “the brain needed
t0 universalize maxims™ - so Bobby is not, after all, properly Kantian or
human. There is a proto-cthical moment in his gestures. but no echics
or politics proper, and thus no humanity proper. At most. animals like
Bobby are for Levinas mute and unthinking witnesses to the transcen-
dence of the human. “Manis best friend” testifies to the freedom and
singularity of the human. and it is through tha
(mns«'ndn‘a' inthe ammzl (DF 152). Bur Levinas s perhaps missing

if Heisnota
p:mpc!cd Ocdipal pet. i1 cnd struggling to survive. living on “in
some wild patch” of the prison He is apparently not welcome outside
or inside the camp, and is ultimately “chased away™ by the guards. So
why would this dog, struggling for its very survival. break with its “per-
; in order to welcome the prisoners—who themselves,
tired and destitute, presumably have nothing much to give him ~upon
returning from their work? 1 this not the cthical act par excellence>
Admittedly, Bobby is not in a position to give anything “material” to
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Levinas and the other prisoners. Bobby is not a species of the egoist *1”
discussed in Totaity and Infinty. an *1” who manages to establish a home
and gather together the resources to live comfortably in the world. Con-
sequently, Bobby cannot give any possessions “with both hands.” or
paws as the case may be. And yct. despite Bobby's poverty. there is an
ethical gift of sorts exchanged between him and the prisoners even if it
takes a form no often noticed by Levinas. Bobby docs not literaly tear
the bread from his mouth and give it to the prisoners. but he docs pause
in his struggle for existence to be with the prisoners and to offer them
what he can his vitality, excitement, and affection. Is not Bobby, then,
a prime example of the “otherwise than being™ Are we not justified in
concluding that there is 3 genuine transcendence in the imal iclf and
ot just in the form of  testimony to the human? Perhaps animals, oo,
are a miracle and mark a rupture in the order of being.

Rather than drawing this (neorcligious) conchusion. I wan to argue
for a complete shift in the terms of the debate. That human beings en-
‘gage in acts of radical altruism is no more of a “miracle” or a rupture in
the order of being than when animals do the same thing (and it is clear
that they do and do so frequently). Being-for-the-Other and “holiness™
among human beings and animals arc not traces of transcendence but
are acts that are purcly and wholly immanent to the material world
Thus, rather than viewing “holincss™ as the nodal point for a recupera-
tion of postmetaphysical theology (s many of Levinas’s contemporary
followers do), 1 want to suggest that these same terms can be couched
in a more expansive, fully naturalistic perspective on human and non-
human existence. In order to pursue this thought. we need first to ex-
amine Levinas's view of animal life in more detail

What 1 referred to above as Levinas's “classical” view of animals, a
view I sugg il h d
is credited by Levinas himself to Charles Darwin. Levinas's offers the
following gloss on Darwin's account of being and animality in “The
Paradox of Morality™

A wtached to being, being. That
i (sidea. The being of Astruggle
of life without cthics. It is a question of might. Heidegger says at the
beginning of Being and Time that Dasen is a being concerned for this
being iself. That's Darwin's idea: the living being struggles for life
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The idea that the “being” of natural entities is constituted primarily in
terms of a struggle for existence is. of course. a central tenet of Darw
theory of natural selection. But Darwin does not go as far as Levinas
claiming that being in general or animal existence in particular is slly
a*struggle for life without cthics * On the contrary, Darwin insists that
basic forms of ethical behavior can be found throughout both human
socicty and the animal kingdom. And this should come as no surprise to
anyone who has read him with some are. Pehaps no modern thinker

i Darwin.

xha\' the chief characteristics of human beings im]\-dlng the so-called
higher-order traits such as rationalicy, language. and morality—are not
unique to human beings. Conscquently. when we see rational or ethical
behavior among human beings, Darwin would remind us that we will
likely find versions of such behavior elsewhere in nature. Rather than a

nd animals, we

will instead find. he argues, only differences in degree.

Darwin s espeially keen to underscor this point with regard t0 an-
imal ethicsin Against day
(which still remains firmly entrenched in much of contemporary scien-
tific and popular consciousness) that animals have o moral sense, he
provides multiple exampies of altruism and sociability in a wide variety

1 h 1 exhibi s ide

services for one another, care for kin and siblings. alert one another to
danger, and cven protect and provide for their injured or invalid fellows.
While Darwin attributes these kinds of ethical actions o the “social
instincrs” that animals have in common with human beings. he has no
doubr that such actions are genuinely ethical inasmuch as they proceed
from strong cmotional bonds among and between individual animals.
Darwin himself had considerable difficulty trying to square such in-
stances of altruism with his theory of natural selection, but it is beyond
doub that h believed tha cthics cxists well beyond the human ¢
Thereis, however.
ciated with Richard Dawkins th
of Levinas's thinking and that would appear to provide some scientific
support for his views on the fundamentally nonethical existence of ani-
mal. I his book The Slfsh Gen. Dawins ciesseveral ofhis own ex
amples of animal al ind.like D hto




be fundamentally at odds with natural selection. Dawkins argues that
with regard to understanding the basic functioning of natural selection,
intown: 1 think'y ’

sums up our mod dmirably™ So,
how best 1o explain th sclfish
biologialsysem can g i 0 what can m], be described as acts of
wide

range of ('mllmm\zr) ('xplanalmns o, including kin-. species-.
and other group-sclectionist accounts. Dawkins sets himself sharply
against these kinds of explanations and. following the groundbreaking
work of Bill Hamilton and George Wiliams. inists .m. altruism can
best be explained. i
Dzwkmu much- dmma thesis s that genes are ﬁmdzmtnully “self-
ol teispre-

(ueiy this usk ury that is at stake in natural

e angacs, and not the well-beingof 2 givn iniidual,group, o species.
Thus. any act of altruism carried out by an individual animal will likely
be a behavior that is ultimaely (that s, biologically) sclfish inasmuch as
it enhances the replication of slfish genes.
So.perhaps, if we follow Dawkins, Levinas i corect aier al Per
haps animal i

g y
ifnotat 1 of the indi-
Vidualthen at the geneti level Maybe animals and the ret of the indi
viduals that constitute the narural world are simply caught up in a blind
and ruthless And maybe Bobby's ge

the prisoners can be explained in the final instance as unconscious be-

haviors and strategies that are in

bination of gencs. Perhaps. But there are two consequences that follow
from adopting this kind of biological approach to understanding altru-
ism. First, although Dawkins focuses primarily on animal altruism and
sclfishness, the theory of the selfish gene captures both animals and hu-
‘mans within its sweep. Like Darwin before him, Dawkins is a staunch
advocate of biological continuism and refuses to make any exceptions
for human beings within his explanatory framework * Thus, if adopted.
the selfish-gene theory would render both human and animal altru-
ism biologically sclfish-—even (or. perhaps especially) the holiness and
beingfor-the-Other that Levinas associates with the human. The sec
ond consequence, though, is that Dawkins's analysis is not, nor is it
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intended to be. exhaustive of the phenomenon of atruism. Itis simply a

whati ive |
acts. It is thus possible. even on Dawkins's account. that what appears

animal acts o proceed from the kind of genuine emotional and ethical
responsivity that D
Cogpitive thologists take up the question of alruism pecisly at
chis point, where a distinction is drawn between a reductive. gene’s-cye-
perspective analysis and a more robust, multilayered biological and
psychological account of animal behavior. Frans de Waal. a cognitive
echologist who has written extensively on the biological and animal ori-
i beun-

should be explained in psychological and biological terms i severalleels
(rlrions amng kin.recprocity between individuals in social roups.

fanything de Waal
only confirms D: int that there i h

Whether the kind of approach that cognitive cthologists such as de
Waal advocate will eventually be subsumed by neobehaviorism or a re-
ductionistic version of evolutionary psychology remains to be seen. It is
not my intention to enter into these debates here. Rather, my point is
this: no matter from which direction we approach the question of ani-

biol iwwill
be impossible fully to uphold Levinas's version of the idea that animal
life as opposed to human life is a struggle for existence without ethics.
I following Levinas, we allow for the idea that a genuine displacement
of cgoism s possible among human beings f only at the psychological
level), then we should be prepared to consider the same possibility with
regard to animals.

Levinas's efforts to draw a sharp break between human beings and
animals on this issue is not just bad biology it is also bad philosophy,
inasmuch 2 it uncitcally reinforcs the metaphysical anthropocen-
trism of the

63 PACING THE OTHER ANIMAL LEVINAS



centrism, it is not necessary to cstablish a complete homology between
human beings and animals around the question of ethical agency. and
that has most certainly not been my aim here. At stake rather is an cf-
fort to move beyond the reductive vision of animals that we have inher-
ited from radition Aristorle
and Descartes through Heidegger and Levinas. Such a transformation
cannor be achicved in one go or by fiat. Itis necessary to make use of the
tools at our disposal and to develop them in such a way as to deepen the
crisis of metaphysical anthropocentrism and push beyond the limits it
s cstablished for thought. I v

logical continuism we find in such thinkers as Darwin, Dawkins, and
de Waal is an essential path for thought, inasmuch as it both decenters

possibility
that were long assumed to be the exclusive province of human beings.
The philsophical task we are presented with in the face of such discover-
s comis i marking and esoding ese rpoures wihinphloophi-
lace the

s o dominte he avewhelming mafcky ufphdmop’llcal inauiry

animal distinction has b«n dravn, we are confronted with the fact
that Western philosophy—which from its “origins™ in Greek thought
has grounded itself on a hicrarchical version of the human-animal
distinction—is constituted irreducibly and essentially as an anthropo-
centric ethical and political discourse. Not only has the human per-
spective been taken unmn(:lh as the point of departure for nearly all

inquiry. bus philo-
sophical questions has oen subordiated primasily,if moe excusivly
to human interests. To mark 2 rupture in the human-animal distinc-
tion, as biology and several other discourses and practices have done.
s to announce the fact that philosophy cannot proceed with business
as usual. Philosophy can no longer in good conscience ground itself on

the primary locus for thought. In shrt, .oa.,» philnsﬂphy finds itself
i e classica philosopl Wha

phnlomph) is now encountering. and whax l.rnnzn phlloscphy ries

0 blod late, is the simple fact

hat we know eicher what animls :zndomr what they might become
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T only by shuting animals “away in 3 lass”and depriving “them of
expression”™-as L

as he in turn trics to do with animals —that we could have cver thought
otherwise. Thus. to do phumpt.y today means pm(c«lmg from and in
view of the rupr

thought thus far. In d«\‘n«'m\g the human, and by lhmkmx from our
of 2 new humility and generosity toward what we call “the nonhuman.”
a genuinely developed.

"To appeoach noabuman anials in this masace, however, s abeeady
to grant the notion that animals might have the capacity o initiate
something ike an cticl cncounier. an encouncr in which an animal

On

vies under which human rhuughr and practice mlg)ll ph« a given ank
mal. Such ‘mean that the 2" face

in the Levinasian sense, which i to say. an expressivity and vnlner:bnh()
that calls my thought and egoism into question and that demands an
alternative mode of relation. This possibility returns us to the second
question posed at the outset of this section, the question concerning

response in human beings. Despite the growing body of work on ani-
mal ethics that take such experiences for granted. the dominant thrust
of Levinas's writings scems to deny that an ethical interruption coming
from an animal is possible. Again. the conclusion that Levinas draws
here is not surprising given the priority he places on intcrhuman cth-
ics. But his anthropocentrism is equivocal along these lines as well. For
although Levinas argues explicitly that the Other can only be another
human being his account o ehica experience docs ot permit im to
any igor. : ly chal-
lenged by hical an
animal, escn Levinas s unable todeny tht n amimal might have 2 fce
1

Letae unpack thes two points in mre

be znndurlmmanbcmgu found in Totality and Infniy in the section de-
voted to *Discourse.” Here he is concerned to make the point that the
ethical relation presupposes an absolute (and not just a relative) differ-
ence between the Same and the Other. Levinas argucs that in order for
an absolute difference to exist between me and the Other. there must
be some aspect of both me and the Other that resists being integrated
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‘within a single purview. On my side, the side of the Same, it is my par-
ticular mode of enjoyment that cannot be captured by the perspective
of a third-party obscrver. The entire egoistic process whereby 1 irm
myself up and b bject is uniquely mine and e
cret interiority, my ipscity. Although I am constantly in relation with
others (both human and nonhuman) and continuously immersed in an
clemental milicu throughout this developmental process, these “others™
wpon which | am dependent only nficnce and eoniin e they do not.
accordingto Levinas

And with the evenual csesbihment o 4 dwellng place of my o,
1 am ble o vercome almstall of the insecuriies that lage my egc
istic pursuits

poceecs e i che elemeres;and allowsfor the objeces of cnjoymen
fully to become my possessions.

My encounter with the face of the Other interrupts all of this—and
in a fundamental manner. Through this encounter. my “animal com-
placency” (T1, 149) is put in check; my projects are derailed; my house
becomes a hostek: and my possessions are transformed into gifts. The
question that arises ar this point is: Who is capable of interrupting my
egoism in this manncr> Who could provide this kind of shock? Who
is this Other? For the Other to be a genuine and absolute Other—
something that Levinas maintains is essential to the ethicality of the
encounter-the Orher cannot blong 10 an gemus whatocver, not cven

d as“humanity” Soi ply Other
is another human being, Levinas, of course. recognizes this point. and
this s why his h t based on a biological

concept of humanity. Of course. the Other is in fact. for Levinas, what
is ordinarily called a “human” being, but human being here should be
understood as denoting those cntitics who arc incapable of being fully
reduced o th Same’ projects and abjctive inenvionaliy: The human

then, rather th: the
concept of the Id-—at be

yond human beings to include other kinds of beings who call my egoism
into question.

Were Levinas to stick strictly with the idea that the human is simply
2 name that represns those beings who discupt my s, then the
fthe “the
Totality and Infiiey. where the fcmnmm: stands as an empty

femini
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placeholder for the intimacy and welcoming that occurs with my be-
Toved in the home. a place that could presumably be occupied by

gender. OF course. as several feminist readers of Levinas have pointed
out,this concept of the feminine i problematic. cven when understood

charitably. concepts almost never lly in the
way Levinas might wish. Likewise. we could say that “the human.” even
ieably as the pl o being that challenges

my egoism, is nevertheless a problematic concept inasmuch as the con-
cept of the human carries significant metaphysical and ethical baggage
As we have scen., though, Levinas does not limit himself to the modest
claim that the human is an cmpty placcholder. He maintains, and with
considerable resoluteness, that the Other is and can only be an actual
Iuman Other

In the section of Totality and Infiity 1 have been examining. Levinas
underscores this point by drawing a distinction between human beings
and nonhuman beings (referred to in this section s “things”) and ar-
‘guing for the exclusive priority of the former in the ethical sphere. His
thesis here is that “the absolutely foreign alone can instruct me. And the
absolutely forcign can only be man” (T1, 73). In other words, it is only
the absolute Other who is able to pierce through my egoistic buffer and
<all my egoism into question. But why is “man alone” capable of bringing,
about this intcrruption? According to Levinas, the human Other is the
only Other who cannot be reduced. in the final analysis, to my projects.
In encountering a vulnerable human Other, my ambitions are placed in
check. 1 meet with a resistance that is greater than any strength | might
musterin order to counter s force. Were 150 inclined. | could enslave,

abuse, Other, but,

itis the very y of the Other that 10 doso and
gives me pause The Othercall to me s iffrom on high- froma foca
tion that reverses my y over the Other into a |
servirude. In th ith the Other, my objec

and egoistic ipseity are unlinked. or rather relinked along chica ines
and called toward justice and hospitality.
By contrast. Levinas insists that noshuman entitics. no matter how
7 g Yy cBo ]

o y g
ultimately be overcome, cither through my strength or through techno-
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| Of course,

my
sphere of concern ready-made for the projects and tasks that | have set

ry. A the end,they fal to fit within my sphere of concern,
they can always be leftor tossed aside. Whatis important to understand
here is that, on Levinas's analysis, the reistance of nonhuman things docs not
i theydonot
o so because they are “fee”or because theyare able b, shemscves o
resist my
of a human context. In other words,things have o presence hth
cheytake on sense only i reference t0. spcifc human task or contexe
Ce iy, within L nonhuman
bei furnishings.
objects of enjoyment or beasey,giis o be offered 1 the human Other
in nced. even as the anonymous matter of the i ya. But they can never
hically or interrupt haway as o chal-

Ienge oy persimenceinbeing,
Whetber hisanalyss oflhc noncthicality of things s adequate can

q possi
ey of things han one instance.
mont famovsly at the end of -1 Ontlogy Fundamental> whee he acks
“Can things take on a face>™" But this possibility is nowhere taken seri-
ously in his mature work." and it never overrides the priority he grants
10 the human face. So. if things by and large lack a face according to
Levinas, what can Many of
cll “aimal” do not scem it neadly wichio the categoey of things 26
Levinas describes them (almost all of Levinas's examples of things are
what we are commonly called “inanimate objccts”. the cigarette lighter,
cyeglasscs, and so on); yet he most assuredly would not want t0 assimi-
K animals o human beings at the ethica lve.So whee o plce ani
mals within ethical life that L
Levinas is pushed to address this issue explicitly in the interview
1 mentioned above, “The Paradox of Morality™ Levinas's interviewers
here ask him point blank whether the Other might be an other animal,
‘whether the human face is distinet from the animal face. and whether
human beings have obligations to nonhuman animals. Levinas’s re-
sponses to these questions display a certain confusion on his part, but
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his p the

they y

issue of animal ethics. On the whole. his responses are quite generous.
especially given his near complete avoidance of the topic in his major
works. Levi ially thac

ananimal” Yioand de-
rivative of our encounter with the human face: “The priority here is not
found in the animal. but in the human face. We understand the animal,
the face of an animal, in accordance with Dasein.” What is more in-
teresting than these ungrounded claims about the priority of the human
however, is Levinas's cquivocation on the exten of animal ethics.

Are we 1 understand the idea that “one canno entirely refuse the face
of an animal” as implying that allanimals have a face.or s it only certain
animals that prescnt themselves with cthical force? Levinas's main ex-
ample in his discussion of the animal face is adog (we don't know if he
has Bobby specifically in mind). in which he finds both a vitalforce and
a vulnerability cvoking pity. It i this lattcr aspect that leads him to say
explicily that the dog *has a face ~ But immediately following this com-
ment, Levinas becomes agnostic about the mattcr of how far this think-
ingextends: I cannor say at what moment you have the right to be called
“face’. 1 don't know if a snake has a face. | can't answer that question ™
To complicate matters even further, Levinas follows this agnostic posi-
tion with a positive and confident extension of cthical consideration to
all fe forms: “It s clear that, without considering animals as human be-
ings the ethical extends to allliving beings.™

So what arc we to make of this contradiction berween an agnosti-
cism concerning the extent of animal cthics and the confident exten-
sion of the ethical to all living beings? It is no doubt tempting for many
who are, like I am. inclined toward a robust animal and environmental
cthics to dismiss Levinas's agnosticism and to embrace his nod toward
biocentrism. Adopting the lattcr approach would allow for the develop-
ment of a phenomenological ethics of nature based on the interruptive
force of diverse kinds of nonhuman life * But 1 want to suggest that this
move. which is becoming increasingly de rigueur in Continental envi
ronmental philosophy. leads to a dead end and should be avoided for
several reasons. Furthermore, 1 belicve that Levinas's agnosticism pro-
vides a more promising avenue for ethical thought as it sccks to move
beyond the limits imposed by an anthropocentric approach. Let me de-
fend thesc two claims in more detail
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ON UNIVERSAL CONSIDERATION:
OR. ETHICS WITHOUT A PRIORI CONTENT

Ethics, if we follow the analysis of Levinas undertaken thus far, can
be generally defined as an interruption of my egoism coming from the
fac of Ovher tha transforms my beingin the direction of gencrosiy:

In other words

responsibility. Levinas's most common examples of ethics are typically
focused on the way in which the Other’s destitution and vulnerability
call my spontancity into question and lead me to give up my posses-
sions (for example, the bread “painfully torn” from my mouth) in or-
der 1o ameliorate the Other's suffering In his later writings, Levinas
increasingly describes cthics in terms of my being called to being-for-
she-Orher i the fce of the Oxher's death. Bt n both case. the or

mal structure of cthi the same: it fmy
perseverance in being that deeply affects and rnnsfurms my entire ex-
istence such that the Other becomes my priority. And yet there is no
reason to think that ethics should be restricted to such encounters. Levi-
nas has every right, of course, to strcss the ethical force of the encounter
with the Other’s destitution or of being faced by the Other’s finitude.

Not only are these instances quintessentially ethical, but they speak to
the particular historicopolitical events that inform his work. There is
o reason to believe, however, that cthics as such is exhausted by such en-
counters. There are any number of ways in which my egoism might be
interrupted. any number of kinds of entities that migh disrupt me. and
any number of ways 1 might be transformed by such encounters ~sev-

eral of which could just as suitably be called “ethical” as the ones Levi-
nas highlights. Indecd. Levinas's cquivocations on the possibiity of
things and animals having a face points in this very direction. That he
focuses on what he takes to be the specificity and priority of the human
face is. if not wholly defensible in philosophical terms, certainly un-
derstandable. But there is no need to restrict our attention in the same

manner

‘What would cthics look like, then, if we took seriously Levinas's defi-
nition but lifted the idiosyncratic restrictions he places on the ethical
encounter? Simply put, cthics would become rigorously and generously
agnastic. But what exactly does this mean? I we follow the distinctions |
‘made above among the ways in which my cgoism might be interrupted.



the kinds of entities who migh call me into question. and the manner
in which such interruptions might transform me. it is clear that the cen-
tralissuc concerning agnosticism revolves around the second point: the
kinds of cntitics who might call me into question. | assume that most

readers of Levinas who arc somewhat sympathetic to his project would
e generousinallowingfor aherntive modes of inerruption (the fire
pmnl) nd

An ethical

with the Other's kindness or vitality as much as from his or her destitu-
tion or finitude. There does not seem to be any way of enumerating a
priori the various kinds of encounters that might derail my cgoism and
push me toward responsibility. and one would be hard pressed to ar-
gue that ethics could only occur through the examples Levinas typically
employs. Likewise, the transformations of my specific mode of being
that follow from an ethical encounter will not always take the standard
Levinasian form of a rtspm\s[blliry that involves yvmg “with both
hands™
Other lone,or perhaps jining with the O in cclbration of pro-

test, to name just a few possible responses. The points | am making here
are. I hope. obvious ones to readers familiar with the logic of Levinass
ethical philosophy.

What is more difficult to come to grips with is who the Other is who
‘might call me into question. Here, t0o, | think  rigorous and generous
agnosticism is called for, but it s around this question that the greatest
diffculy arise. For how. precisly.are we o think about aieity along

Other cannot be infini . 100, without
any definable limits a priori, and capable of taking any form? As we have
seen, Levinas maintains for the most part that the human answers to
the question of the “Who>" of the Other. But his cquivocations on this

¥ her Others.
So where does this scarch end? In contemporary moral philosophy. this
question has been discussed at length under the rubric of detcrmining
the criterion of “moral considerability.” which is to say. the criterion that
establishes the necessary and sufficient conditions that must be met for
an entity to be considered worthy of practical respect ” In recent years,

mental cthicists to classical conceptions of moral considerability, moral
philosophers have sought to determine this criterion with increased



rigor. And there has been no shortage of answers offered. Philosophers
have proposed drawing the linc at every imaginable level, including
those of beings with moral agency sentient human beings and animals.
humans and animals who are subjects-of-a-life. all living organisms,
beings capable of reciprocal caring relationships. ccosystems. and ever
mere existence. Such monistic theories of moral considerability have
even been joined recently by multicritcrial accounts that seek to gather
together the strongest clements of these various criteria into a pluralis-
tic framework * Given the line of thought | am pursuing here, that of a
rigorous and generous agnosticism concerning the “who’ o the Other:
we could say
considerability are useful for highlighting how particular entities (indi-
vidualistic criteri) or networks of interaction (holistic crteia) might
1l likewise, th of
reasons why we should attend to the various kinds of beings and rela-
tionships that are under discussion. At the same time., howeer, there is

sideration,

afinal answer. n O
damentally irreducible 10 and un:nnc:pzubkby my egoistc and cogni-
then how could thi
and for all> By what right can we delimit who the Other s in advance of
. then, take L hen

y “face ™2

¥ chi s indecd the case tht i, it i the case that we do ot know

begins and ends

ends, then we are obliged to proceed from the posibili
might take on  face. And we are further obliged to hold this possibilty

pe y open. At this point, most ders willlikely se
i ‘While
it might not be unrcasonable to consider the possibility that “higher”
“like” us,
. could have a moral claim on us. lso 0 bel

that *lower” animals. insects, dirt. hair. fingernails. ccosystems. and so
on could also have a claim on us? Any argument that leads to this pos-

sibility is surely a reductio ad absurdum. In response to such a charge.
1 would suggest affirming and embracing what the critic secs as an ab-
surdity. All attempts to shift or enlarge the scope of moral consideration



are iniially e with the same reactionary rejoinder of absurdiy from
But any though of the name.
especally any thought of ethics, takes its point of d
weritcal lation tocommon sene and th established dsa and. s such,
demands that we ponder absurd, unheard-of thoughts. Morcover,is not
ethics itself, in a certain sensc, an absurd pursuit, governed by a “logic”™
that defics logic? 1 it reason that opens an ethical encounter o that
convinces me to st aside my egoism? Levinas tells us that the open-
ing to cthics is beyond reason and that it is not a “particularly recom-
mendable”variery of consciousness precisely because it ovrrides any

both ways here. V\e(o«ld ask in curn: 1
that there
consideration? And docs not a historical survey of the faiures that have
attended every such attempt to draw the line (or lines) of moral consid-
erability pr-wld&' cnough evidence to persuade even comman sense that
Thomas Bich makes 2 similar sct ¢ of points about the problematic
aspects of the moral-considerability debate in his essay “Moral Consid-
erability and Universal Consideration " He notes that from a *histori-
cal perspective, we see that whenever we have closed off the question [of
moral considerability] with the insticution of some practical criterion.

open the que
P agai P! th hi
al” (MC. 321). T hat Birch d i !

int 1 have been mak hand Levinas thus

far: the question of who the Other is. that is. of who might make a claim
on me and thus be morally considerable, cannot be determined with
any finality. Unless we proceed from this kind of generous agnosticism,
not only are we bound to make mistakes (who would be bold enough
to claim that rationality or phenomenology will overcome our finitude
and specific historical location in making such judgments?), but we also
set up the conditions of possibility for the worst kinds of abuses toward
those beings who are left outside the scope of moral concern. As Birch
explains.the main problem with much of moral theory and practce is
that it ised on the blieftha there shoid b

‘with regard y yand p
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presupposed (1) there ar,
and ought to be, insiders and outsiders, citizens and non-citizens (for
examples. slaves, barbarians, and women), “members of the club” of
consideranda versus the rest. (2) that we cn and ought t identify the
mark, or marks, of membership: (3) that we can identify them in a
rational and non-arbitrary fashion: and (4) that we ough to institute
practices that enforce the marks of membership and the integrity of
the club. as well, of course. as maximizing the good of its members.

MC 315)

That
starting point, coupled mn.h e ey have served 2 the ground for
some of the worst atrocitics human beings have committed, should be
enough to make s rethink this approach to cthics from the ground up.
Futhermore, it is not at all clear that ethical experience permits such nat
and tidy divisions of who docs and does not count, of where my concern
should begin and end, and of who has a face and who does not. And is
this not the chief lesson of Levinas's thought? If we are t0 learn any-
thing from Levinas, it is that ethical experience occurs preciscly where
phenomenology is interrupted and that ethical experience is traumatic
audncx casily captured by thought. Given its diachronic structure, cthi-

at best be only pa thetic form.
Thu would, i scems, equire s abways to proceed as  we might have
missed or misinterpreted the Other’ trace.

Rather than trying to determine the definitive criterion or criteria
of moral considerability, we might, following Birch and the reading of
Levinas | have been pursuing. begin from a notion of “universal con-
sideration” that takes seriously our fallibiity in determining where the
face begins and ends. Universal consideration would entail being ethi-
cally attentive and open to the possibility that anything migh take on
a face: it would also entail taking up a skeptical and critical relation to

P y
2 matter of “giving orhers of ll sorts a chance to reveal their value. and
of giving ourselves a chance to se it rather than approsching therm in
hostiliny s

orherwiset (MC 328).
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It is important to stress that this notion of universal consideration
does not make the positive claim that all rhmgpm:.ll life forms do count
Other..

varicus beings e relatlonal sracturey sight coun. O buth poin. an
ethics of universal consideration requires us to keep the question wide
open. By contrast, most of the attempts made thus far to use Levinas's
thought 10 explor anil and cnvironmental cthics have abandoned
garding dends. They

Iuvcwugbl

animals or the i on the one hand, and hi ffering, on

the other hand. and then argued for a kind of ethical extensionism from

the human to the nonhuman based on parity of reasoning. While I cer-
yonpathy o

examine th fully. i has they h. y

he g deadeand the

various ways in

1 sich caion i i fact seqpived, thcether qescion thae siscs
Why have I been discussing animal echics at all> Is this term not just as
problematic as “the human® or *life”> And why limit the discussion just
to animals> Why not cast the net wider> Or. if we take the notion of
universal consideration seriously, why name the Other at all2 The brief
answer, and one that | will try to explain and defend in what follows, i
that it is necessary to take such risks. Contemporary ethical discourse
and practice do not take placc in a vacuum, but emerge from out of a se
ries of background practices and beliefs that have placed the interests of

" - Py il In

ge is necessary

to take up the terms of the discourse as they currently stand and trans-
form them. There are. then. several different reasons for focusing on the
animal question in particular:

1. The stategc disruption o metaphysical anthropocenism: One of the chicf
limitations for thought at present s “metaphysical anthropocentrism.”
or the tendency to determine nonhuman life in an oppositional and

pec
more cvident than in our thinking on the human-animal distinction.
This site, perhaps more than any other (for example, human-machine,
human-divine, human-environment, and so on). is the source of mas-
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sive anxiety, inasmuch as our increasing knowledge of and familiarity
with animals threatens not just to blur but to climinate this distinction
akogether. As anhropacenrism with espect o animals becomes ever
less tenable,

In this sense. the animal question is one of the primary sites that must
be passed through on the way toward another thought of human and
nonhuman lfe. a chought that will peshaps do away with or be uncon-
cerned to think in terms of “the human™ and its “others.

. The iy ofnimals: Philsophicaldiscourse on animals. incuding
Levinas's, has be ialist in its.
approach. Animals have often been thought of by phlhsqi-ﬂs as be-
longing to a singlc class of beings that lack some essential human trait
anguage.a concptof deth,maral agency, and 50 0n). Notanly docs

....15 hemsches, i s offes a flse charscterzation of the (soncssen-

al) differcnces between human beings and animals (because there is
no single, insuperable dividing linc). To focus carefully on the ethical
aspects of our interactions with animals forces us to return to this issuc
with more care than philosophers have traditionally taken. In so doing.
we are confronted with the singularity and alterity of animals, with the
fact that the beings we call animals do not fit into the categories under
which we hav placed hem. ¢ is becase we do ot know what animals

ically) or what they ‘5

pr
of this process of conceptualization th:l the athical alterity of animals
comes to the fore.

3. Reconfiguring the link between the animal question and environmenta isucs:
Historically, animal cthicists have st themsclves at odds with other
forms of ethics that move beyond the human, particularly with environ-
mental ethics. Animal ethicists have, by and large, presented themselves
as individualists, whereas the dominant forms of environmental cthics
have taken a holistic o relational approach, with cach camp pointing
out he orher’slimiations. This difference has led to sharp divisons
borh in theory and pracic. 1 however

“hen such
divisions get recast in a very different l.gn.; Animal ethics becomes but
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onc way among others of thinking through ethics, with specific atten-
tion given to the manner in which various animals might have a claim
on us and what consequences follow from responding to such claims.
That other kinds of beings, systems. or relational structures might have
aclaim on us is not ruled out but rather is allowed in principle under an
cthics of universal consideration. Thus, rather than being in opposition
10 cach other, animal cthics and environmental ethics would be seen as
two distinct but complementary forms of ethical inquiry and practice
that scck to challenge the limits of anthropocentrism.

4. Thesinaaton of animals themschves Perhaps it gocs without saying, but it
should nevertheless be stressed that the animal question is particularly
pressing given the present conditions under which many animals exist.
Never before in human history have so many animals been subjected to
horrific slaughter. unconscionable abuse, and unthinkable living con-
ditions. The present conditions under which many animals live has a

= y that requires both 1 and ontological analysis, and
itisa history d woin its speifciry igh
Cerainly,

this docs not mean that the history of the subjection of animals should
not be thought alongside the history of other interrelated forms of op-
pression, examples of which we find in the writings of ecofeminists and
other progressive animal rights theorists. The work offered here should
b me J
approaches. But 1 also wish to underscore that the animal question can-
not be fully reduced to or made identical with other human struggles
“The logi rlap at points. but they
ko diverge-—and both the convergences and divergences are cqually
important for thought and practice. Likewise, we need to pay specific at-
ique way subject
and domination, even if their cfforts are not wholly successful. The cle-
phant who cscapes from its imprisonment at a circus: the pig who flees
the slaughterhouse and runs firee in the streets until shot by police: the
whales who protect each other from harpoons: the lion who mauls is
human handler. the chimpanzee who attacks
the feral cat why be handled: Bobby the dog. against
alloddsin*some wild pch i the region ofthe camp' these and other
such figures of animal resistance should remain at the core of animal
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hi has directl
meal time or i

o the approscto anima cics oulined here diffes from the stand-
ard Levi

the Rathes

animalethics i scen hre 2 ik, a-fne risk- of the sort Levinas seaks
of in Orherwis Than Beig O Beond Esene. [t 2 ris t focus on ani-
mals, nd y agnostic. Itisa
sk to constrain our thinking to focus on the specific history of animal
subjection and resistance, even when such histories are viewed in con-
junction with other histories of struggle and oppression. There are no
guarantees that we have gotten things right here or that this particular
. . . e

PP igh
sire. ik b it ing philosophy. They
are fine risks, risks taken in the name of “the Other animal” and with-

y 8
beings we call animals.






Jamming the Anthropological Machine
Agamben

INTRODUCTION

Giorgio Agamben arrived at his recent work on the question of the
animal through a rather circuitous route Similar to Martin decgyr
and Emmanuel L of.

tion of thinking through the remains of human propricty in the wake of
the decentering of human subjectivity. In his writings from the 1970s.
19805, and 1990s. Agamben elaborates 2 complicated and provocative
account of being human that secks, again like Heidegger and Levinas,
10 be genuinely postmetaphysical and posthumanist. However, as this
project develops over the decades. it scems to become increasingly clear
to Agamben that the aim of trying to specify what constitutes being
human s, at bottom, an ontologically bankrupt and politically perni
cious project. Indecd. by the time that Agamben takes up the question
o he animal explicly in bis 2002 bk Lipr: Luomo ¢ Lamimale (The
Oper: Man and Animal). the aim of secking a ical definition
of the human is all but abandoned. and reliance on the human-animal
distinction that serves as the foundation for Western political and met-
aphysical thought becomes. on Agamben's reading. the chief obstacle
for a postmetaphysical concept of relation and community. My aim in
this chapt the of th d I aban-
donment of the human-animal dmmﬂmn in Agambien's work and 10

in his most recent texts on the question of the animal



ON THE BORDERS OF LANGUAGE AND DEATH

Agimben's work has a point of departure that is heavily indebred 1o
Heidegger. Not only docs he follow Heidegger's view that the Western
‘metaphysical tradition is nihilistic. he also accepts the premise that
the ground of this nihilism s to be found in a specific interpretation
of human subjectivity that has been dominant in this tradition. And
yet. Agamben insists that Heidegger's thought contains within it seri-
ous limitations that render impossible his desire to think beyond the
confines of the metaphysical tradition. In particular. Agamben suggests
chat what binds Heidegger's thought irreducibly to the metaphysical
wradition he seeks to delimit is an inability to think the ground of, o
opening t0 human being and languag in nonncgative terms. Consc
ntly.

and the mnzphyu(al seadition, many of Agamben's cary texts are fo-

cused on trying to thin]

characteristic of Heidegger’s approach and the metaphysicl radiion

Agamben’s overarching aim in these works is to “find an experience of
specch that no longer presupposcs any negative foundation.” He finds
vhis nonnegative, o affrmatie, ground ofbeing human in the concept

m’ infancy” 4). which
eption ofrhe humanasa ethi-

land political being
One of the ? in Agamben's writings derives from

book 1, part 2, of Aristotle’s Plitics In this passage. we encounter one of
the earliest cfforts in the metaphysical tradition to articulate the rela-
tionship between human language and social and political life

Now, that man is more of a political animal than bees or any other
gregarious animals is cvident. Nature, as we often say, makes noth-
ing in vain, and man is the only animal who has the gift of specch
And whereas mere voice is but an indication of pleasure or pain, and
i therefore found in other animals (for their nature attains to the
perception of pleasurc and pain and the intimation of them to one
another. and no further). the power of speech s intended to set forth

i
unjust. And it is a characteristic of man that he alone has any sense of



good and evil, of just and unjust, and the like, and the association of
living beings who have this sense makes a family and a state.*

Aristore here posits an inextricble ik berween human spech an and
hat the ability to mak

ﬂh.a: and social matters is cssential to the constitution of a polis. But

what interests Agamben in this passage is what remains wsoid.In par

sl wh

Isin thi -J)wh, the space of transition
b hy Aristotle?
1.. his carly book m.u Death, Agambcn prescnis 2 series of

..mmwmd thmughour "he history of the metaphyscl radition. And
inthose placs whenethe qestions re addressed. the ground of human
Thus.
the link posited b, Aristotle between human xpe«h and politcal life is

Andiis preciscly through the
4 of and rel: b accord-

The difficulty here lies with specifying the precise nature of the
“space” of transition between animal voice (understood as instincrual
code) and human language (understood as articulate, creative, recur-
sive specch). Agamben argues that the dominant means of doing so in
the metaphysical tradition has been to treat the space of transition as
incffable. s a mystical sitc in which the human encounters a mysteri-
ous “Voice.” The Voice guarantees the passage from animality to hu-
‘manity, ensuring that the sceming a-poria between voice and language
is ransformed o  cuporia. This Voice, which has the negatve

ics of being no-longe I-code and noty
human-speech, appears in varying modes throughout the metaphysi-
cal tradition running from medieval thought through modernity and
Hegelian philosophy. Whatever variations one might find in this com-
plex history, one thing remains essentially the same for Agamben: the
conditions of possibility for the emergence of the human in language
are always thought by the metaphysical tradition in nonpositive terms.
that i, as ineffable, mystical, negative. and so forth. This remains the




case even with Heidegger. who is typically taken to be the postmeta-
physical thinker par excellence. Despite the fact that Heidegger sceks
to climinate the idea of any link berween animality and human essence

(and thercby P

Iangaage). he remains trapped within achematic o th Vaice and nega:

ivity (primarily i he ysical and “slent Voieeof
iquely b

and .y,m.mg © hnguane and finitude.

As a consequence. neither Heidegger nor the rest of the metaphysi-
cal tradition are able to think human sociality ~which, s Aristotle sug-
gests, is tied intimately to the capacity for language—in positive terms.
The negative link between language and politics, between the opening
t0 language and the finite opening to alterity (culture, history, and so
on). remains the unthought ground upon which metaphysics proceeds.
And it is here that Agamben locates the nihilism specific to the tradi-
tion. It is a niilism not in the Nictzschean sense of a declining cul-
ture or in the Heideggerian sense of a forgetting of the gift of Being but
cather a nihilism stemming from the oblivion and covering over of the
political and social “habits” of the human. The nihilism of metaphys-
ics coincides, then, with what Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-La-
barthe call the “retreat of the political.” the withdrawal of the thought of
what gives risc to politics. Agamben argucs that it is only through a“liq-
widation” of metaphysical mysticism and negativity that thought can be-
gin to find the words for the cssential link between speech and politics.
In so doing, thought has to lcarn to dwell in the infincy of the human,
a task that Agamben takes up in Infancy nd History*

Agamben approaches the coneept of infancy in Infincy and History
through an examination of modeen theories of human subjectiviy in

:l:mmﬂ metaphysics is lrgely elipsed in favor of an epistemological
y and excep-
lmnahsm of the human, Thus the possbiley of uncovering the traces
of socalit at the heat of the human are here ven more obcured. In
Kant (and their

s Huser). the sie of subjeciiy s sough i a quasi-solpsistic.pre-
social prelinguisic sit

torical ot social forces. This approach leads. in turn. to the consequent
difficulty of trying to determine the precise nature of intersubjectivity
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and how the human subject is inserted in and relates to historical, cul-
tural, and biological forces. Against such modern conceptions of subjec-
tivity and intersubjectivity, Agamben, following his Heideggerian and
poststructuralist counterparts, argues that there is no such uncontami-
nated space of subjectivity. The subject is always already inserted into
and shot through with alterity in the forms of social, linguistic, biologi-
cal, and historicocultural forces.

Agamben develops this argument through recourse to Emile Ben-
veniste’s linguistic theory. Benveniste demonstrates that there is no psy-
chological or physical substance to the *I" or subject, which is to say.
the "I has no material referent. The *I” refers instead to the act of dis-
course in which it is uttered. and it is only and in and through the utter-
ance of “I” that the *I” has any reality at all. What Benveniste’s theory
amounts to, in brief, is the notion that the subject who says *1” emerges

y inl dh: y outside of language. Thus,

he of mod he aim of locating the

ground of the subject and ofqmlcmnlogy outside the play of language,
culture, and history—is, from Benveniste’s perspective a priori impos-
sible. If language is absent, there can be no self, and where there isa sclf,
there is always already language.*

For those theorists who wish to salvage something of agency and sub-
jectivity from this apparent linguistic reductionism and idealism, there
is a desire to uncover something of the subject that exceeds language.
Forif the 1" i simply coextensive with languag, then there i no break
between the b d its lingy and
history, culture, or alterity. Sated otherise. wer the human 1" and
language fully identical, the human would be in language like “water in
water.” Georges Bataille uses this phrase to describe the animal's rela-
tion 0 the word. suggesing that animality as such is characterized by
its l and natural ings* As
e have scen, Heldsgaee R point in arguing that the ani-
‘mal is intimately bound with its environment. Are human beings tied
to language in a similarly intimate way, such that it would be impos-
sible to mark a sharp break between human beings and animals? The
putative break with animal instinct comes, according to much of the
Western philosophical tradition, with the acquisition of language. It is
because animals lack language that they are unable to break with their
environmental and instinctual milieu, or, for Heidegger. the lack of
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language is indicative of the animal's constitutional lack of finite tran-
scendence. But these standard answers only lead to a dead end because
if language i tied intimately to the constitution of the human subject,
then there is the risk that the subject is cither determined by language
(in the sense that language is received from outside the subject and thus
structures and determines its “agency” from without) or completely
identical with language (in the sense that language is innate, thereby
rendering human language identical with animal codes). Fither under-
standing of the eltion between language and the human renders the
prospect of 9
Although Agamben follows his predecessors mz.\summg(hal there s
hocakberwesntlith spect to language he
does not assume that animals are without language altogether. Rather.
the break between human beings and animals is found within language
itself. The human is situated at a site within language where language
itsel s split, and the “fate” of the human, according to Agamben, is to
traverse and move constantly back and forth between this split. The
splt in language that Agamben has in mind here is the same one we
saw in examining Language and Deat: the split between animal code and
late hy h. or to use. iste’s . th i

the semiotic and the semantic. Although animal codes have often been
thought not to be strictly linguistic, Agamben (following Benveniste
and contemporary semiotic theory) insists that animal communication
is fully linguistic. From this perspective, the difference between human
beings and animals has nothing to do with animals’ lacking language.
Aninal, ke b beogs, e g beigs through od ‘hmg

Jan-
o isthat animals are .amml -mh and fully immersed in, thetan-

# y that they are
i ther surounding cnviranmen. ke “watcr in water In Agamben's
words,

It is not language in general that marks out the human from other
Ivig beings according 0 the Westem metaphysical tradiion that
but the
split between language and specch, between semiotic and semantic
(in Benvenistc’s sense). between sign system and discourse. Animals
are not in fact denied language: on the contrary. they are always and
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totally language. .. Animals do not enter language. they are already
inside it

Consequently, to suggest that human narure is distinguished by its
*having language” fails to articulate what is uniquely human. According
to Agamben's inc of argument, what is unique to human beings is that
they are actually deprived of language (in the form of articulate speech)
and are forced to receive it from ourside of themselses. Infancy is the
name given to this situation of human beings existing fundamentally
in language but without discourse. There is no point at which the hu-
man being is in discourse like the animal is in language. And it s this
state of being fundamentally deprived of language. this state of infancy.
that opens human beings to alterity in the forms of culture, history. and
politics.

Aslstated at this chapter.
Agamben’s carly writings is to find a way to think the relational struc
turcs of deprivation and infancy in nonnegative. nonnihilistic terms.
for he belicves that contemporary nihilism stems from the tendency of
Western metaphysics to think the ground of human being in negative
and mystical terms. As persuasive as this thesis is in many respects, it
is necessary to cxamine the assumptions upon which it is based before
accepting it uncricically: Firse. Agamben follows Heidegger in assuming,
that historicity (that s, the opening to history) is uniquely human and
that, as such, history and everything that follows imm it (culture, poli-
ves.and soon) i foundonly

b 1 grounds is even more obvious today than
it was during the time in which Agamben was writing Infimcy and History
(the late 19705). Indecd. Agamben himself scems to be aware that his

on human infancy are complicatcd by empirical cvidence avail-
able at the time that suggests a parallelinfancy among animals. for it is
not atall the case that all animal specics are ‘always and torally” in lan-
guage. In by ok chologist William Thorpe,
tention to the fact that in certain bird species. the acquisition of their
“code” is actually partially learncd and is not wholly innate. and this is
true of the languages of other animal species as well. Furthermore, if
we look for signs of *historicity” among nonhuman beings i sites other
chan language (and that we restric ourselves to language understood in
a lteral and reductive manner in examining the issue of historicity

JAMMING THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL MACHINE: AGAMBEN 85



another problematic aspect of the Western logocentric tradition). it is
clear that the characteristics and behaviors accompanying Insmncﬂ'y
(culmre poliic) reobe fmmd among a wide range of ani
d hich follows fr s firs, s o po-
Fornotonly
is there no politics among nonhuman animals according to Agamben
(s poin that follows egically rom e argumen: e makes n ey and
hat is explicitly made in mulriple texts), but it is unclear
what, ;n.., role animals play in human political life. Agamben's carly
work s structured throughout in such 2 way as to place human beings at
the center of politics and to leave all other beings in abeyance. As  shall
argue below. the writings of his middle period continue this trend. But
his most recent writings. which will be the focus of the last portion of
che chaptr, might b to taken to suggest. if one follows the reading of
them that | that bou Ihis-
oricity 1d

Letus return, then,

i Do
and carly to mid- 1990, Agamben turns from the issue of articulating

contours of an actual politics and concept of commaunity befitting these

y
conception of community based on “whatever singularities” and beings

propriety!
istic of his carlier writings that the site of politics marks a sharp break of
human beings from animality. In his 1995 essay “The Face.” Agamben
oy s feocsition proem bgrage

Exposition is the location of pohnls I there is no animal politics.
that are

not try pos y

it without caring about it That is why they are not interested in mir-
rors. in the image as image. Human beings. on the other hand, sepa-
rate images from things and give them a name precisely because they

want to recog Aves that i, they want po
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their very own appearance. Human beings thus transform the open
into a world. that is, into the battlefield of a political struggle with-
out quarter. This struggle, whose object is truth, goes by the name of
History?*

This passage contains all of the dogmatic clements we have seen in

degger's and ; imals: asi 1
distinction; lack of attention to existing empirical knowledge about
animals (here the inattention concerns the empirically false claim that

imals a3 such s i mirrors"y0and h
cem to determine the supposedly unique human relation to the word
and history-—as if what constitutes the ground of a supposcdly unique
‘mode of human existence is the sole (or even primary) thing at stake for
philosophical thought

Variations on these anthropocentric themes abound in Agamben's
writings from this period. whether the concept being developed is
potentiality. the irrcparable. or political refugees. And if one trns to
Agamben's texts from this period in the hopes of deepening the aati-
humanist critique of human subjectivity. the writings are invaluable
for undercutting any kind of simplistic ncohumanism. But, much like
Heidegger and Levinas, Agamben seems unable to connect his critique
of humanism with the problem of anthropocenirism. His writings exhibit
a remarkable critical vigilance toward any cffort to develop  dogmatic
neohumanism but do not manifest the same vigilance toward anthro-
pocentric determinations of animal life.

Since the mid-1990s. Agamben's work has begun to shift increasingly
toward the task of thinking through the links tying sovercigaty, law.
and the State to the isolation of what he calls bare i within human be-
ings. In the development of this project, the question of the animal has
begun .nm-..myy 1o impose itself on Agamben's thought from witl

bei
mal but nrlu-' mualrd at :he margins ufrhe human and the animal and
thus ~ znd ina

uel to He
ageof the“Muselmann® (the singular human beingat stake in Apmbtns
post-Auschwitz cthics) who wanders through the Nazi concentration
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camps like a “stray dog.” simultancously captured inside and outside the

sisof the pl
e T the necessity

Agamben

THE RUPTURE OF ANTHROPOCENTRISM

One of Agamben’s more recent works, The Oper: Man and Animal—which
will serve as the primary focus for the remainder of this chapter

par q
imal at more length " In fact. in this text the issue of the human-animal
distinction is granted a precminent status among the problems facing
contemporary political thought. Early in this text, Agamben writes,

What is man, if he is always the place-—and. at the same time. the
result-—of ccascless divisions and caesurae? It is more urgent to work
on these divisions. to ask in what way—within man—has man been
separated from non-man. and the animal from the human. than
to take positions on the great sucs, on so-called human rights and
values. ©.16)

b remarks are ind
sm characteristic of the texts from Agamben I have discussed thus far.
For him there is little point in pursuing a politics and ethics based on
human rights when the full impact of the critique of humanism has not
been measured and allowed to transform our ideas of community and

3

this divi i here. however. th:

1 will examine this last point momentarily. but before doing so. it
is important to note that addressing this question alone —namely. the
question &
what it means to be human —will not suffice to call anthropocentrism
into question. This is especially truc where, as is the case in much of
Agamben's writings, one limits the analysis to the manner in which this
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distinction is played out “within man” If this were all Agamben sought
t0 doin The Open, there would be litle to distinguish this book from the
volumes in the Homo Sacer series. which analyze the separation
of so¢ and bios within human lifc only to leave the question of animal life
and politics suspended. It scems, then. that if one i to address the phil-
osophical and political question of the animal in any meaningful way.
it will b mecesaryat th vy et 10 work through both the ontology
of animal lifc oni
becweenthose beings called “humar”and “animal

Although A\

spective, there are at least two reasons why it must inevitably be engaged
in this enlarged form if we are to develop a genuinely posthumanist ap-
proach to poltis. As i clear from the arguments made i the first two
chapeers,

rejection of i f En-

of the material (for example, economic. historical,linguistic, and social)
forces at work in the formation of human subjects. Specific to the post-
Nietzschean and post-Heideggerian critique of humanism (a lineage to
which Agamb g “bil

ity that render subjects open to material forces as such. But what does it
mean o say that one omes b asubjectonly n and through languge
orhistory? /
and de of itself>
h i thar i

vioms hat give i to human subjeciviey (whether igured s ck-stasis
[Heidegge], exposure [Nany) x-appropriaion [Derridal, o expos-
tion [/ And th

s -for the subjectiy 2 Y

mals.t

dard di Atthislevel
I singularitics, th ! eri-
teria for distinguishing animal modes of exposure from human modes,
what we encounter, rather, are complex networks of relations. affects.
and becomings into which both human beings and animals are thrown.
As such, posthumanism is confronted with the necessity of returning to
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d 3
of life-death. a topic upon which I bricfly touched in the discussion of
Deleuzeand Guattari in chapter 1

“The second chief reason that posthumanists like Agamben must ac-
count for the place of animals within their project ariscs at the cthico-
political level. While it is clear that most posthumanist philosophers
do not accept in toto standard philosophical theories of value, there can
be little doubt that the critique of humanism is motivated by a kind of
ethical and political imperative. The assumption by many posthuman-
ists is that niilism and the major political catastrophes of our age are
linked in a profound way with the very humanism typically offered by
neohumanists as a solution to these issucs. For posthumanists, then,
overcoming these problems would require something other than a hu-
manist politics based on a naive account of human subjectivity. The
shared intuition and hope of mast posthumanist philosophers scems to
be that a less destructive and more sustainable form of politics can be
developed beginning from a kind ofrelational ontology. Here we might
take L Although Levinas
is usually approached as a purely cthical thinker, it is also possible and

n . that i

The great danger for
comes unmoored from s chical grounding and forgets its justification
Il h f the Other. By
its ethical foundations—which Levinas locates in a presubjective expo-
sure to the Other human—he hopes to reinvigorate and radicalize exist-

ing forms of pol has liberal that buman
1f butoften forger gl be-
g5 who consti ticical body. As | argued in th
here is that nd bili-
dis il Other human
alone. for s and b

porcotial o irrage and ciige well. Consequently. a poﬂlnlmanul
pol xpos

sphere of

and igage the pos:

s only in ecent yearsthat posthamanis pilosophershavebegun
to think through the q
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ner. | would suggest that Agamben's carly work was unable to proceed
in this more inclusive manner primarily because, following thinkers
such as Heidegger and Benveniste. he was working with an overly nar-
row interhuman and protolinguistic theory of the grounds of human
subjectivity: At the same time. although his work was never explicitly op-
posed 10 an expanded notion of cthics and politics that would encompass
nonhuman life, he failed to outline in 3 sufficient manner what form
such an echics and policis might ake
then, Aga The Open

pon
t0 the nihilistic tendencics of humanism and human-based politics. his
most recent work indicates that these concerns lead necessarily in some
sense to direcly addressing the large isue of amhropocentriam that
d in abeyance. And this d isexplicily.
nounced at the very outsct of The Open, in the section entitled “Therio-
morphous (meaning, literally, having the form of an animal). Taking

Hebrew Bible in the Ambrosian Library in Milan. which depicts the
messianic bangquet of the rightcous on the last day. Agamben pauses o
consider a curious detail about the portrait. The rightcous represented
in the illustration —who are enjoying their feast on the meat of the Le-
viathan and Behemoth with no concern for whether the slaughter was
Kosher, since they inhabit a space and time that is outside the law--are
depicted as having human bodics and animal heads. “Why Agamben
wonders, “are the representatives of concluded humanity depicted with
animal heads>” (0, 2).

Following certain interpretations of both the rabbinic and Talmudic
traditions, Agamben suggests that the illustration can be read as an-
nouncing a double consequence encountered on the “last day” of hu-
‘manity. He writes:

Itis not impossible .. that in attributing an animal head to the rem-
nant of Isracl [that is. those who are remaining. the righteous who
remain alive during the time of the Messiah’s coming]. the artist of
the manuscript in the Ambrosian intended to suggest that on the
last day.the relations between animals and men will take on a new
form, and th will be reconcil

©.3)
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illustration

in the postapocalyptic time of the “end of man” and the “end of his-
tory™ On the one hand—~and this theme will be familiar to readers of
Agamben’s other writings e encounter human beings who are rec
onciled with their animal natures and who no longer suffer the effects
of the biopolitical separation of bare life and political life. To think
through a human form-of-life that does not divide so¢ from bios—such
would be the task of the politics of the coming community, a task and
a politics that, as Agamben tells us. remain “largely to be invented
On the other hand-and this is where a certain rupture can be marked
in Agamben's own thought—we are given to think a transmutation
in the relations berween humn beings and animals, where this difference is
understood not simply s a division that occurs within human beings
but rather as a differential relation between human beings, on the one
hand, and so-called nonhuman animals, on the other. Although Agam-
ben docs not specify the precise dimensions of this transformed rela-
tion (any more than he specifies the exact form of the politics of the
coming community). i s clear given the context that his reading of the
illustration is pointing us toward a less violent conception of human-
animal relations. Thus. just as Agamben's thought of the coming com-
muicy i an efor 1 come 0 grips withand avert he political filures
of our age. h the h

aimed at creating a space in which human ith nonhuman
life can take on a new form and economy that avoids similar disastrous
consequences for nonhuman lfe. It will be useful to keep both of these
prongs of Agamben’s argamcas in mind as | turn to an mvrfuplm of
the political and bstacles block

of this kind of alternative mode of being-with other phiird

HUMANISM AND THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL MACHINE

Agamben gives the name “anthropological machine” (a concept he bor-
rows from the ltalian scholar of myth Furio Jes) to the mechanism
underlying our current means of determining the human-animal dis-
tinction. This machine can best be understood as the symbolic and ma-
terial mechanisms at work in various scientific and philosophical dis




process of inclusion and exclusion. The first chapters of The Open provide
the reader with a fascinating overvicw of some of the historical varia-
tions on the anthropological machine at work in 2 number of authors
and discourses. ranging from the philosophy of Georges Bataille and
Alexandre Kojeve to the taxonomic studies of Carl Linnacus and post

Darwinian palcontology. For the purposes of the argument I am devel-
oping here, it will suffice to recall the general structure of the machine
andwhy it ) i

Agamben makes a distinction between two key variations on the
anthropological machine: the modern and premodern. The modern
anthropological machine is post-Darwinian. It seeks to understand.
following the principles of narural science, the emergence of the fully
constituted human being from out of the order of the human animal
(the lateer, of course, is in many ways indistinguishable from certain
nonhuman animals. especially so-called higher primates). In order
mark this transition. it is necessary to determine and isolate the animal
aspects of the human animal and exclude them from humanity proper
Agamben describes this process as involving an “animalization” of cer-
tain modes of human life, an attempt t separate out--within human
beings themsclves--what precisely is animal. on the one hand. and hu-
man, on the other. This variation on the anthropological machine gives
tise to the search by nincteenth-century palcontologists for the “miss-
ing link” that provides the biological transition from speechless ape
10 speaking human. But it also opens the way for the totalitarian and
democratic experiments on and around human nature that function by
excluding animal lfc from human lifc within human beings. Agamben
suggests that “it is enough to move our field of rescarch ahead a few dec-
ades, and instead of this innocuous paleontological find we will have
the Jew, that s, the non-man produced within the man, or the néomort
and the overcomatose person, that is. the animal separated within the
human body itself” (0.37)

The premodern form of the anthropological machine, which runs
from Aristotle up through Linnacus, functions in a similar but inverted
form. Rather than animalizing certain aspects of the human, animal
life is ieself humanized. Human beings who take an essentially animal
form are used to mark the constitutive outside of humanity proper:
the infant savage, the wolf-man, the werewolf. the slave, or the barbar-
ian. Here, the beings situated at the limits of humanity suffer similar
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consequences to those “animalized” beings caught within the working
of the modern anthropological machine.

As Agamben suggests, the structure or machine that delimits the
contours of the human is perfectly ironic and empty. It does not func-
tion by i trait th: lean break
between human and all other nonhuman animals—for, as Agamben
himsclf acknowledges, no such trait or group of traits is to be found.
“This much we know from current debates in cvolutionary biology and
animal cthics. And here it is not so much a matter of subscribing to a
watered-down. quasi Darwinian continuism that would blur any and

Il distincti might wish and
nonhuman animals but rather recognizing that deciding what cons
tutes “the human” and “the animal” is never simply a neutral scientific
or ontological matter. Indeed, one of the chief merits of The Openis that
it helps us to sce that the locus and stakes of the human-animal dis-
tinction are almost always deeply political and ethical. For not only does
the distinction create the opening for the exploitation of nonhuman
animals and others considered not fully human (this is the point that
is forcefully made by animal echicists), but it also creates the conditions
for contemporary biopolitics. in which more and more of the “biologi-
cal” and “animal” aspects of human lfe are brought under the purview
of the State and the juridical order.

As Agamben has argued in Homo Sacer and clsewhere, contempo-
rary biopolitics, whether it manifests itself in totalitarian or democratic
form. contains wihin it the vietual possbility of concentrtion camps
and means of life. It comes
as no surprise. then, that he does not seck to articulate a more precise.
more empirical. or less dogmatic determination of the human-animal
distinction. Such a distinction would only redraw the lines of the “ob-
ject” of biopolitics and further define the scope of ts reach. Thus, in-
stead of drawing a new human-animal distinction, Agamben insists
that the disincton must be abolished alogether, and along with it the anthro-
pological machine that produces the distinction. Recalling the politi-
cal consequences that have followed from the modern and premodern
scparation of *human" and “animal” within human existence. Agamben
characterizes the task for thought in the following terms: it is not so
much a mattr of asking which ofthe two machines .. the modern or
premodern machine] ... i better or .
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rather,less lethal and bloody —as it is of understanding how they work
so that we might, eventually be able to stop them” (O, 38)

Now, the critic of Agamben's argument is likely to sce a slippery-
slope fallacy here. Why i it a necesary or even virtual possibiliy that
every time a human-animal distinction is made that there will be nega
tive (“lethal and bloody”) political consequences for certain human
beings? Isn't the promisc of democratic humanism and Enlightenment
modernism (the very traditions Agamben would have us leave behind)

1o reform. their and in-
t preciscly humanism that guards against the worst
excesses of totaltarianism and human rights abuses?

The readerwhotakes up 4 careful sty of Agamben'swork from tis
angl
its novelty. The overarching thesis of Agamben's work over the past dec-
ade s that there is in fact an “inner solidarity” between democracy and
totalicarianism, not at an empirical level but at a historical and philo-
sophical level" Despite the cnormous empirical differcnces between
these two political systems, they arc nevertheless united in theie invest-
ment in the politics of the anthropological machine and in secking to
separate bare (animal) lfe from properly political (human) lfe. Even if

li d life and
ences to Karen Quintan and others make it clear that democracies are
acually far from succesful i such mattrs).they coninue unwicingly
“This hidden

y comes to the fore cspe
where the rule of law is suspended, for exampl, in the declasations of
sovereign exception to the law or in the refugee crisis that accompanics
the decline of nation-states. Such states of exception are, Agamben ar-
gues (following Walter Benjamin). becoming more and more the rule
in contemporary political life —and the examples one might adduce in
support of this thesis are indecd becoming increasingly and troublingly
commonplace. It is considerations of this kind that lead Agamben to
the conclusion that the genuine political task facing us today is not the
lrfnrm radicalization. orexpansion of umanis. democrcy, and so-
life
Apmbtn s work faces two important challenges at this level. On the
one hand, ncohumanists will (justifiably) wonder whether Agamben's
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o
theorists of a more deconstructionist and Levinasian orientation will
likely sec Agamben’s as iy ol dilimisia e
tween h

lematic virtual possibilities of democratic politics and its ontology. they
would befes sanguine about completely rejecting the democraic herit-
age Forth,
democratic inheritance

ope

d ic politics toits Other. This
and its humanist commitments into ml:uon with another lhmghl of
being-with O

1sh 1

mm belive Agamb gy pe
b
Furthermore, it should be noted that there are moments throughout his
work where he gives instances of how his alternative thought of politics
can be. acmalucd in concrete circumstances. But even the most char-
int the kinds of

to be workzd out a both the theoretical and concrete policcal fewin
scope of
politics, I woulk
raised by neohumanists and dmnnrucnomm arevry diffcult o cir-
‘cumvent. Hi d d h Its are ind
ich historical constructs, with the intrinsic po(cl\nzl for extensive and
remarkably progressive reforms.

And yet, if the question of the animal were taken seriously here and the
political discussion were moved to that level as well, the stakes of the de-
bate would change considerably. Who among those activists and theo-
rists working in defense of animals scriously believes that humanism,
democracy, and human rights are the sine qua non of ethics and politics?
Even those theorists who employ the logic of these discourses in an ex-
tensionist manner 0. tobring animals within the sphere of moral and

political seem to believe that an ethics and a poli-
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tics that genuinely respect animal life can be accomplished within the
confines of the traditions they use.

On this political terain, ncohumanist arguments concerning the
merits of the democratic tradition have littl if any weight. Even if one
were to inseribe animal rights within a democratic liberatory narrative
o . Y
only appear tragicomic in light of the massive insitutionalized abuse of
animals that contemporary democracies not only tolerate but encourage
on a daily basis. And in many democracies, the support of animal abuse
‘goes much further. Currently. militant animal activists in the United
States who engage in cconomic sabotage and property destruction in
the name of stopping the worst forms of animal abuse are not just criti
cized (and in many cases without sound justification) but are placed at
the top of the list of *domestic terrorists” by the F-B.1. and subject to
outrageously unjust penaltics and prison sentences. In view of the mag-
nitude of such problems, animal activists are currently embroiled in a
protracted debate over the merits of a reformist (welfarist) versus 2

b Lis-

nd hich h

po
litical and legal contexts. However. the real question seems to me o lie
elsewhere —preciscly in the decision to be made between the project of

(an expa
sion of neohumanism and deconstruction) and that of working toward
the kind of coming politics advocated by Agamben that would allow for
an entirely new economy of human-animal relations. While Agamben's
thought vely labeled by inasmuch
as it sccks a complete change in our political thinking and practices
without offering the concrete means of achicving such change. from
the perspective of the question of the animal, the tables can casily be
turned on the critics. Anyone who argucs thar existing forms of politics
can be reformed or radicalized so as to do justice to the multiplicity of
forms of nonhuman life is clearly the unrealistic and utopian thinker.
for what signs or sources of hope do we have that humanism and de-
‘mocracy (both of which are grounded in an agent-centered conception
of subjectivity) can be radicalized or reformed s0 as to include and give
direct consideration to beings beyond the human>'*

Thus, when we consider the cthicopolitical status of animal ife,
the necessity for working toward a form of politics beyond the present




Humanis, democrarc. and juridicalordersbecomes clear. Even Jacques
Derrida—who as 1
a nuanced and generally respectful stance toward humanism and the
law, refusing cither fully to endorse or rejeet them—has acknowleds
the limits of legislation in this regard. Concerning political and cthical
relations between human beings and animals. he argues.

is ¥ and inevitable.
bt oo s seemaiot Stow. aborious,somerimes gradual

ly hartcr. a dec-

Besides,therei orless
empirical. and that's better than nothing. But it does not prevent the
slaughtcring, or the “techno-scientific” pathologies of the market or of
industrial production.”

The poi Iwish

10 the question of the animal by Agamben, his arguments aimed at the
limitations of the logic of sovercignty and our current political and ju

ridical models would become significanty more powerful and persuasive

That Agamben chooses to avoid this approach is indicative of a kind of
performative anthropocentrism in his texts. In what follows. | argue that
if Agamben and other posthumanist approaches to politics are unable

machine will reassert tself in places where we least expect it

Let us return. then. to Agamben's main question. How best to halt the
anthropological machine and create a posthumanist politics that is no
longer governed by its “lethal and bloody™

One of Agamben's key theses in The Open is that Heidegger's
thinking - despi
does little more than replicate the inner logic of the anthropological
machine. The majority of the second half of The Open is taken up with a
lengthy and intricate reading of Heidegger, in which Agamben attempts
to demonstrate how Heidegger's scattered remarks on the difference
between human Dascin and animal lfe implicitly obeys the inclusion-
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ary-exclusionary logic of the anthropological machine. Focusing pri-
marily on Heidegger's Fundamental Conceps of Metaphysics and Parmenides
lecture courses, Agamben'’s reading of these texts stresses the proxim-
ity of human Dasein with animal lfe, as well as the essential continuity
that binds human and animal in their shared “captivation” by beings in
their respective environments. As Agamben understands Heidegger's
thought, human Dasein differs from its animal Other only by the very
smallest of differences. What allows human Dasein to emerge in its
singularity. along with the world relation and political possibilitics
concomitant with the emergence of Dasein, is simply that human ani-

mals have the unigue capacity 1o grasp. or catch sigh o, ther being-

captivated. a possibility that d

Man, in the experience of profound boredom. has risked himself in
the suspension of his relationship with the environment s 2 living
being, .. [He is able] to remember captivation an instant before 2
world disclosed itself . Dascin is simply an animal that has learned
to become bored: it has awakened from its own captivation to its own
captivation. This awakening of the living being t0 its own being

captivated. this anxious and resolute opening to 3 not-open. is the
human. (©.70)

In this “brief instant™ before world  opens. in the moment at which the

human Da-
scin s thrust o the “space” o opening of the umdny(al difference.
Th ypically

crtain moods such 4 bored ehegrip

g E

y g

Inasmuch as Heidegger's account of the emergence of human Dascin
is predicated on the capture and exclusion of the animal's particular
mode of relation (namely. Benommenheit, captivation) to other beings.
Agamben suggests that his thinking follows in lockstep with the logic
of the anthropological machine. And Heidegger's political writings
especially the texts of the carly to mid-1930s-provides an even clearer
example of how the anthropological machine is at play throughout his
writings, inasmuch as Heidegger there sceks to “ground” political life
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in the unique world relation of human Dascin, 2 world that is explicily
contrasted with the “worldless” realm of animal life in An Iniroduction 1o
Metaphpics

Itisarg,
new political o historicltask for human beings e did n fac ecog.
nize the error of doing so along nationalistc lines, it is unclear whether
he gave up hope in uncovering some other “ground” for reorienting
human existence. At the very least. we can be certain that Heidegger's
thinking remains beholden to the logic of the anthropological machine
from beginning to cnd. Heidegger never renounces the task of detcr-
‘mining the proper of the human (as Da-scin. as ck-sistence). or the task
of thinking through the redemption of Being (that s, the letting be of

Being) Id occur were this whe

assumed as such

Heidegger' inability to think the relation between human and non-
human life beyond or outside the logic of anthropological machine is
what eads Agamben to look clscwhere for an alternatie thought of the
political for this i his work—he
finds his inspiration in Walter Benjamin's writings. Agamben is partic-
ularly interested in Benjamin's notions of the “saved night” (0. 81-82)
and the *dialectic at a standstill.” (0. 83) inasmuch as both notions of-
fer an alternative image of the relation between nature and the human
that docs not rely on a rigid conceptual separation of the two realms.
Such concepts scem to offer an idea of the human and the animal that
places the anthropological machine “completcly outof play” (0. 81). For

B the"saved night”

slf, dwell

ing place for b he stage history is acted
out. Whe is ing i itisin
inself parabl not in need of

B H
animal comes to a “standstill* On Agamben's reading, Benjamin secks
this standstill not because he is concerned with articulating another.
more refined instance of the human-animal distinction but rather be-
cause he secks to abandon such conceptual work altogether. In the final
analysis. Benjamin's texts leave the so-called human and nonhuman o
be astheyare, that i, i their singular, irreparable maner. Such letting

be has no need. as it does in Heidegger. of passing through human logs



history in ord P Rather.

poses possibility

these
the impetus and direction for Agamben’s reading of Western history
as the unfolding and vicissitudes of the anthropological machine. Ben

human beings and the nonk 1d beyond the d Togic and

terms provided by the Western metaphysical tradition. And the over

ardunguxk of The Openat et 2 | have tried marg\w here,is precisely
bility In bricf.

h. concept, that s, with ) monkey wrench
that can be used to jam the anthropological machine —a machine that
serves as the scemingly unsurpassable political and ontological horizon
of our time. Agamben's notions of human and animal life as “unsav-
able” or “irreparable” are just such concepts. They are meant to provide
readers with a glimpse of a world not subject to strictly anthropocentric
aims or the *hyperbolic naiveté™ of modern humanity and its human
chauvinism. As Agamben suggests in The Coming Commurity. affirming
life in ts irreparablencss and profanity s a form of Nictzschean life af-
firmation. In this sense, the concept of unsavable lfe is offcred as one
way among others of assuming Zarathustra's task of remaining “true to
the carth” and its inhabitants

Agamben himself admits that trying to think about a humanity that
is absolutely exposed and irreparable is not an casy task (0, 90). Indecd.
one could read the whole of his work as a series of efforts to articulate
this one thought: what form such an irreparable humanity. and a poli-
tics befitting such a humanicy. might take. Reading Agamben from this
perspective would also provide insight into the critical texts in which
he probes the dangers and limitations of existing models of biopolitics
and sovereignty. Our current models \lfpulmn areall.inone vay or an-
aihiss, ekl fudi
our irrcparablences. The task for thought,thes, woul be to highlight
this limitation and to offer another, more affirmative and compelling
concept and practice in its place.

With regard to human politics. Agamben scems to realize that such
a concept is not to be achicved “all in one go” Given the ubiquity of
the anthropological machine in both symbolic and material structures.
the critical and deconstructive gesture of jamming the anthropological
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‘machine is just as important as the positive project of articulating an-
other nonbinary and nonhicrarchical concept of the human. With re-
; . schor P

ties if only ple fact that
workingin this area have paid he question of the ani-
mal. As 1 argued above, Agamben's writings are no exception here. as
they focus entircly and exclusively on the effccts of the anthropological
ings and never explore the impac h
various forms of animal life. Surely the latter type of analysis is nceded
if we are to begin to develop another mode of relation and community
with nonhuman lfe. Such a project, as humble and painstaking as it
perhaps lacks the pathos characteristic of the sharp rupture with previ-
ous political structures hinted at in Agamben's messianic politics, but
it is every bit as necessary if we wish to develop a notion of commu-
nity that truly avoids the “lethal and bloody” logic of the anthropologi-
al m:dml' In the following chaper. | rurn o the writings of Jacques
Derri
al. and political dimensions of such a project
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The Passion of the Animal
Derrida

Andonc gsin e areboc o the guestionof the aimal.
JACQUES DERRIDA

INTRODUCTION

In 1997. some thirty years after the publication of his first three major
works, Jacques Derrida made the following statement

The question of the living and of the living zmmzl will always

it thowsand times, icher dirctly or obliquely, by munu\frr;dmp
of all the philosophers 1 have taken an interest in.*

This statement willlikely appear odd both to longtime readers of Der-
rida and to those readers who are familiar with debates in animal phi-
losophy. While Derrida’s name and work have. in recent years, been
generally aligned with progressive political discourses and movements.
only rarcly has the importance of his thought been recognized for is-
sues concerning animals. Indced. among the lterally tens of thousands
of studies on Derrida published in the past three decades. the number
of pieces devoted solely to the question of the animal in his work can be
counted on ten.perhaps fewer, ingers. How o account for this dispar
ity? Is T question
of life and th yperbole? 16 is mot, ol

the utter dearth of writings on this theme by his followers and critics? It
would be tempting to cxplain the disparity away by saying that Derrida
did not write explicitly or at length on animals until the mid-1980s.




hat coi h the so-called i in his work
bt tempting as this explanation might be-—and it is not completely
lacking in justification it does not square at all with Derrida’s own re-
‘marks in the same 1997 cssay. in which he says that the issuc of animals
has been his concern all along and that he has been making “arguments
of a theoretical or philosophical kind. o in what we can call  decon-
yle.” with regard to the I for a very long
time, “since [he] began writing in fact” (AIA, 402).

While Derrida’s readers can perhaps be forgiven for being caught off
guard with respect to the importance of the question of the animal in
his work, it is not difficult to demonstrate that this question is in fact
important and decisive throughout his vast ocuvre. From the very ear-
liest to the latest texts, Derrida is keenly aware of and intent on prob-
lematizing the anthropocentric underpinnings and orientation of phi-
losophy and associated discourses. This project takes place across a
number of fronts and through various modes of intervention. The most
constant aspect of Derridas concern with the question of the animal
i evident in his efforts to underscore the anthropocentric dimensions
of ontotheological humanism. He develops this critical point primarily
in view of lltﬂrggn deconstructive eny'mrm wich the teadivion.
which
ence and self presence play in the desermination of the bm.g (\fﬂr lm
man. If the kes for Heidegger in h
ontotheological humanism revolve around a lﬂl\mkm;of the licmg ol'
the human and its role in determining the Being of beings. it is not at all
clear that Derrida shares this focus on the human. For not only does he
cast a suspicious glance on the idea that there is anything “proper” (that
is to say, essential in an exchm\'c .na binary sense) to human beings (@
claim that Heidegge
rogates the manner in which the lﬂpc of the proper functions to draw a
simple and dividing 1 Thus we
find in Of Grammatology the claim that the term *human” gains sense only
in relation to a series of excluded terms and identities, foremost among
them narure and animalicy* Similaey. in Gls Derida underscores the
point that the tradition is
‘humanist and anthropocentric and that this tradition has as yet been
unable to come to grips with the “second blow” to human narcissism
that Darwin delivered in undercutting the religious foundations of
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classical forms of the human-animal distinction* Derrida also finds

traces of this religious humanism and anthropocentrism even among

the very best critics of the tradition, such as Walter Benjamin* and

Emmanuel Levinas. In Derrida’s 1964 essay on Levinas, for example. he

takes Levinas's thought of the face to task for its reliance upon anthro-

pocentric and religious notions of the ethical and the h.mm. and fw its
fa simple and simplisti

Th ing of the human-
animal distinction. is one of the invariable themes in Derrida’s writings
question of I Here Derridaisa
that bi itions between human b imal

oppor
cmpiricaly inaceurate but also ovelook the various ifferences we find
between and among human beings themselves and animals themselves.
The vast majority of what Derrida has written on the issue of animals
and animality touches on the abundant ways in which philosophers and
theorists have tried to cleanly and clearly separate human beings from
animals using single traits characteristics. or (to use Derrida’s linguage)
“propers.” Entire essays and chapters of books have been devoted to a
deconstruction of traits or capacitics often thought to be uniquely hu-
man such as “the hand." spirit. nudity.* and awareness of death.? while
other traits such as language, reason, responsibility. and technology are
discussed criicall ony i passing, Throughout these texts. it i clear
that Derridais high; the human-
siituial distiicrion sud hink B b
beings and animmals in 2 nonhierarhica and nonbinary vay. 1 will ex
amine this issue in considerable detail in the following two sections of
this chapter.

Beyond the critical tasks of calling attention to the anthropocentric
aspects of ontotheological humanism and questioning its reliance on
binary oppositions in lhml:mg about differences between and ammg

tive project of trying to rhmk otheruise sbout animal ie and it place
in ethics and politics. This positive project is.like much clse in Derrida's
work that is aimed at articulating an alternative to the traditions he in-
herits and not as fully out as hi 1and nega-
tive projects; nevertheless, there is a significant amount of material de-
votd tothis tas that s relevan o tracking the question of the animal
in his work li Derrida
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employs. The firstis to develop a serics of “infrastructures” (such as *dif
ferance,” supplement, arche-writing, ctc) that are not exclusively human
Although Derrida has always insisted that such notions as “différsnce” the
trace. iation, and so forth circulate and well beyond.
humanity.” many of his best and most loyal readers have missed this as-
pect of his thought. What Derrida scems most intercsted in developing
with these sorts of quasi concepts and infrastructures is not just a de-
centering of human subjectivity (as is sometimes supposed) but rather a
thought of the Same-Other relation where the Same is not simply 2 hu
Atbottom, what
10 give for thought is a notion of e .
iy, where life is understood not exclusively but broadly and inclusively,
ranging from human to animal and beyond. Stated in very bald terms.
Derrida thesis here seems to be that wherever among life forms we find
something like an identity. there the play of difference. affect. inherit-
ance, response. and so on will be atwork. From thi perspectiv, there s
“kinds™
of beings are irreducibly caught up in the “same” network of differential
forces that constitute their modes of existence.
T 8Y ' k

within the scope of ethical and political consic ions. If

one of th th

tradition has been that animals are incapable of cthics and politics and
thus fall utside the scope of chical and politcal concern, then onc of
the main advances of Derrids’s

of ethics and politics that avoids repeating these standand theses. Here
again it i clear that the major political motifs and infrastructures of his
work from the mid-1980s forward (democracy to come, the gift, hos-
pitaliey. friendship without friendship. the messanic. and so forth) are
not intended to exclud heir scope. Indeed. not only d
Derrd explicitly extend these infrastructures o inclde animals.thus

ope
animals have the capacity to interrupt onc’s existence and inaugurate
ethical and political encounters. In this vein, he discusses at length the
violence and injustices suffered by animals” and. in contrast to Levinas
5 ar. makes it cear that animal us with as much cthi-

cal force as human beings do. if not more



“This thumbnail sketch of the broad range of themes and questions
concerming animals in Derrids's work should, 1 hape g some way t-

rd i 's claim that the of li

has been “the most important and decisive” question for him all along
and also give some credence to the notion that in his work this theme is
a guiding thread that is worth tracking and trying to understand " For
the moment. 1 will leave this taxonomy of animal texts and themes to
one side and turn to the project of trying to claborate a more rigorous
and more gencral account of what is at stake in Derridas work on the
question of the animal. Anyone who has read Derrida with some care
will know that such a gesture is inherently problematic, for all of his
writings are deeply context-dependent and text-specific. And yet with-
out something like a general account in place, the import of the question
of the animal in his work will go (as it has to datc) largely unnoticed
As such, 1 offer the following remarks as a means of gaining access to
Derrida’s work on this issue and also with an eye toward assessing the
philosophical and political dimensions of his thought.

The approach 1 am taking here has other limitations that should
be noted. On the one hand. 1 will not be able to take into account
the specific interventions in the work of major thinkers that comprisc
the bulk of Derrida's texts on animals from the mid-1980s to the late
1990s. Although most of the thinkers that he engages during this pe-
tiod, viz., Heidegger. Levinas, Lacan. Aristotle. Descartes. and Kant,
figure dircctly or indircctly in this chapter. it is worth noting that the

devoted to these thinkers each focu ingular textual site and
configuration of themes that nced to be attended to in their specificity
should the reader wish to grasp the overarching stakes of those essays.
Likewise, Derrida has numerous texts that employ animal figures, im-
agery, and metaphors (for example, hedgehogs, animal-machines, chi-
meras). and cach essay uses these animal figures for different ends. An
analysis of these texts from the point of view of the question of the ani
mal would certainly be worthwhile. but it falls outside the scope of the
present chapter. Again. in avoiding these aspects of his work. | certainly
am not intending to downplay their significance. Rather. my aim is to
move directly to the theoretical stakes of Derrida’s work on the ques-
tion of the animal so that thesc other dimensions will be more casily
understood. Furthermore. a general theoretical account will allow me to




address what I take to be the chicf limitations and advances in Derrida’s
approach to the question of the animal.

With those caveats in mind, 1 shall argue in what follows that
Derrida’s work on animals consists of three main aspects: i) A kind of
“proto-ethical” imperative that gives rise to (2) a concrete ethicopoliti-
cal position, on the one hand, and (3) a thorough reworking of the basic
anthropocentric thrust of the Western philosophical tradition, on the
other hand. The most complicated and intricate aspects of Derrida’s
chought.and the ons that reqire the most exposition md patience to

stand, L th
this project shong with the texts devoted to reworking ot the ontological
and philosophical tradition (point 3). Consequently,it will be casier to
approach hese mare difcal ideas 1 can it ay o Derrid's general
it d th e ion informs and
is informed by the more complicated mp«lsoﬂus project

ANIMAL VIOLENCE

Theorists in Anglo-American philosophical and legal debates con-
cerning the status and well-being of animals usually employ cither a
sentience-based utilitarian approach or a subject-based rights approach
in their work. Derrida’s writings make use of aspects of both of these
approaches but also depart from them in important ways. In line with
most pro-animal theorists and activists, Derrida is strongly opposed to
the violence and injstice suffered by illions of animals i contempo-
rary society. His objection to the
to their sentience (the central aspect of the utilitarian position). while
his support for the long-term transformation of this situation is couched
in terms of maximum respect (the key notion of rights-based animal
ethics) for animals and a sympathy and strategic support for the animal
h De ¥ i it these

matters is found in the presentation of one of his *hypotheses” on the
question of the animal in his essay “The Animal That Therefore I Am.”
There e wrtes of an unprecedented ransformation n the reatment of
and thi the la

“lon wo lins. incresse subjection of animals, and more compassion
toward them. He links the increased subjection and violent treatment of
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animals with scientific and technological developments in the rearing,
laught ind

Th ‘olent subjection of animal.
| for Derrid of the very few
prominent philosophers in the Continental tradition not just to allude

violence toward animals is certainly nothing historically novel. Derrida

i correct to remark that over the past two centuries (and in the past cen-

tury in particular) violence toward animals has increased and acceler-
ed D od.

traditional forms of treatment of the animal have been turned upside
down by the joint developments of zoological. ethological. biological.
and genetic forms of knowldge and the always inseparable tecknigues of
intervention with respect to their object. the transformation of the
actual object, s milicu.its world. namely. the living animal. This has

¥
level unknown in the past, by means of genetic experimentation. the
industrialization of what can be called the production for consump

tion of animal meat. atificial insemination on 2 massive scale. more
and more audacious manipulations of the genome. the reduction of
the animal not only to production and overactive reproduction (hor-
mones, genetic crossbrecding, cloning. and so on) of meat for con-

sumption but also of all sorts of other end products. and all of that
in the service of a certain being and the so-called human well-being
of man (A1.395)

“This passage requires little commentary along empirical lines, for these
facts can i .
as much of the relevant information surrounding the treatment of ani-
‘mals is not always readily available). Much more could be said. chough.
in terms of the causal factors behind this massive shift: what. besides
the development of science and technology. has been the driving force
behind this increased subjection of animals? Economic forces> Human
chauvinism? Exponential population growth> Widespread echicopoliti
cal insensitivity>

Derrida is profoundly concerned with this question. as are a number
of theorists in other philosophical traditions and in other disciplines
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beyond philosophy. But bfore addrcssing his ssue, we should pause o
amoment o

been more of a question fo thought inrecent Contineneal philosophy.
the context in which Derrida writes and is most often read. Whatever

agreed that Continental philosophers place a priority on concrete exis-
tential and ethicopolitical issues over abstract metaphysical and episte-
‘mological issues. In other words. even when Continental philosophers
turn to ontology and epistemology. it s typically ethicopolitical mat-
ters that inform this turn. Thus, in reading such philosophers as Jrgen
Habermas, Gianni Vartimo, Emmanucl Levinas. Jean-Frangois Lyotard,
Giorgio Agamben, or Phillipe Lacouc-Labarthe, one can readily recog-
nize that, at bottom, their work proceeds in response to one or another
of the erhical and political questions of our century Given the European
site of Continental philosophy. the Nazi Holocaust is 2 common and
privieged refercn for many of these thinkers. I view ofthe scope and
(the Nazi Holocaust

appear at first blush to be h:g}nl) questionable, and to dare 1o equate or
compare the Nazi Holocaust with the mistrcatment of animals would
seem to be even more questionable. When Heidegger risked this com-
parison in his infamous *mechanized food industry” remark, one of his
most carcful readers. Lacouc-Labarthe. called the comparison “scandal-
ously inadequate.™ and 1 believe that,in Heidegger's case ateast. such a
judgment is correct (which is to say in regard to Heidegger's thought the

q
about the Nazi Holocaust, especially in view of his own support of Na-
zism). But unless we are willing to beg the question at hand. we cannot
view the comparison of violeace toward human beings and animals as
scandalously
life (which, it would scem, is one of Lacouc-Labarthe's main points of
contention with Heidegger's remark). What the question of the animal
obliges us to consider is precisely the anthropocentric value hierarchy
that places human lfe always and everywhere in  highee rank over ani-

mal lfe. Such y scems ¥ every

h
the continuing ise and widespread presence of animal rights discourse
inborh philasophy and society at large.
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Perhaps the issuc of violence toward animals can provoke thought in
this philosophical context only if it is compared with the worst forms of
interhuman violence. Derrida briefly discusses the comparison of hu
man and animal genocides in order to pose preciscly this question. In
recent years, several prominent animal rights groups have risked com-
paring current methods of animal rearing and slaughtering with the
Nazi Holocaust, a stratcgy that has been met with mixed responses and
mixed results, and. closer to the context of Continental thought, sev-
eral prominent authors and philosophers, including Isaac Singer and
Theodor Adorno.” have made the same comparison and drawn analo-
gies between misanthropy and hatred of animals. Here, too, such pro-

th mined Compari i

posal

imals in factory farms are, of course. always open to the charge of being

flse analogicsinasmuch s here ar significant and iveducible diffr
ind between the

historical. social. and cconomic forces behind the abuse and murder of

ner of dismissing these analogies is to reject any comparison between
interhuman and interspecies violence on the grounds that such com-
ing.

and rrwral weight than animal life. aml thatitis pmuel) lxunz urf\'hu

ndruobprcnm\al\k"
‘As I mentioned abave, Derridss med

kinds of value hierarchies. and. as a result. he is not as quick to dismiss

the comparison of human and animal genocide on humanist grounds

as other theorists have been. In addition to acknowledging that literal

animal genocides have occurred and are still under way ("there are also
animal genocides: the number of species endangered because of man
takes one’s breath away™ [AIA, 394]). Derrida points out that many of
th ™ d d de

Took the singular situation and suffcring of enimals. In so doing, he im-
plicily contests the humanist notion that comparisons between human
and animal suffering are objectionable because human beings are sup-
posed to carry more inherent value. Following Derrida, one might re-
ot et lonee i h dani




semxldes ot simply 0 savage human chainism bot rather 0 ttend
‘animals. 1t is with this

aimin mind that Derrida will

neither abuse the figure ufwmndt nor consider it explained away
Forit ge
is indeed in process. but it is mmmng(hmug]\ the organization and
exploitation of an artificial, infernal, virtually interminable survival.

outside of every supposed norm of a life proper o animals that are
thus exterminated by means of their continued existence or even
their overpopulation. As i, for example, instead of throwing people
into ovens or gas chambers (let’s say Nazi) doctors and geneticists
had decided to organize the overproduction and overgeneration of
Jews. gypsics, and homoscxuals by means of artificial insemination.
0 that. being more numerous and better fed. thy could be destined

of gevetic experimentation o cxtermination by gas o b fre.In the
same abattoirs. (AIA. 395)

Derrida’s position here-—that one should neither abuse nor considered
explained away the figure of genocide when extended to animals —is.
1 think, defensible and well considered. Comparisons of human and
animal suffering can sometimes be abused when they are employed in
a facile, thoughtless. and offensive manner. But. at the same time. not
ll such commprincns shookd be sl priced o0 the grounds that
ffcring is always and portant and of more
\-al\u han aimal suffering, The very dificul task for thoughe ere s
t0 bear the burden of thinking through both kinds of suffcring in their
P gularity
ics at work where they exist. To do so requires abandoning, or at least
inhabiting in a hypercritical manner, the hierarchical humanist meta-
physics that we have inherited from the ontotheological tradition. for it
i this tradition that blocks the possibility of thinking about animals in
anon- or other-than-anthropocentric manner
In the same “hypothesis™ we have been discussing concerning ani-
‘mal subjection —the hypothesis that in the past two centurics there has
been an unprecedented and exponcntial increase in violence toward
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animals—Derrida ventures a related proposition about another re-
cent change in human-animal relations. Along with an exponential
increase in violence against animals, he calls attention to the concomi-
qant increase in the presence and force of the so-called animal protec
tion movement. He describes this alternative force, which is itself not
utterly free of violence toward animals (s point to which I shall return
below), as comprising “minority, weak, marginal voices.little assured of
their discourse. of their right to discourse and of the cnactment of their
iscourse within the law.” voices whosc aim is “to awaken us o our re-
sponsibilities and our obligations with respect to the living in general™
(AIA. 395). He sces these two forces—that of the massive, industrial-
ized. and intensive modes of violence against animals, on the one hand.
and that of the counterfore of animal protection o the ocher-—3 cn-
d o pity
ward animals. There is no doub for Derrida that this is an “unequal”
struggle, with the animal protcction and animal rights movements be-
ing the minoriy forc in the siuggle But he question that b offrs
8 “hypothesis” h
struggle between the force ofvmlrme and the counterforce of the ani-
mal prorection movement, is that regardless of the inequality and over-
determined nature of this struggle. we are nevertheless living through
2 moment where this struggle has become. to use a Derridean turn of
s, imemarel.urcircumvernabe for thought. The qesion of
become
one oﬁhc kma..., questions of our age. The war between violence and
compassion is thus

passing through a critical phase. We are passing through that phase

aging
not only a dury, d obl it i

. like itor o,
Henceforth and more than ever. And I say o think” hiswar,because
it concerns what we call “thinking ™ (A1A.397)

The reference to “thinking” here indicates that this question s situated
at the limits of philosophy and the metaphysical tradition and that the

y y
within that tradition. Whether the animal protection and animal rights
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movements provide a successful and sustainable alternative thought and

practice in regard to animals, one that offers a fundamental challenge
s one of th

we can begin to articulate Derrida’s position in relation to existing dis

courses in animal ethics

prer that
mals contain a positive cthicopolitical dimension. How. preciscly. docs
b eriday ok i @ d
mal ethics? Although Derrida docs not specifically mention the work of
such philosophers as Peter Singer and Tom Regan. it is clear that he is
in agreement with the general goals of the animal liberation and animal

ih Elizabeth Rowdinesco, Derrida

plicily
mistreatment and killing of animals, including factory farming, indus-
trialized slaughter, purcly instrumental forms of experimentation. and
bullfighting. and he openly and forcefully criticizes many of the stand-

fnym 1 ian die nutritionally de

spected culinary tradition), and oecranimal vikence (ince niemals it
and cat one another, why shouldn't we?). In addition, he explicitly states
his general sympathy and solidarity with the animal rights movement in
this interview and in other places in his writing. To be sure, Derrida’s
discourse on the concrete cthical and political stakes of animal rights
is nowhere near as refined as the arguments and positions outlined by
Singer and Regan and other hinkers in Anglo-American philosophy.
But, I think it i ¥

J,@u bisod aid senibimsoe-biied
‘nimal cthics, whatever the theoretical and cthicaldifferences between
these two approaches (and there are many).

My suspicion is that many of Derrida’s more philosophically inclined
readers get frustrated at this point with his work. Why docs he not go
on to outline a concrete political platform and provide a rigorous ethi-
cal theory as a ground for this platform? Besides the problem with sce-
ing theory as informing practice in any sraghiforward manner (rm
Derrida,
it s important o understand that Derrida's work is primarily aimed at
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calling o question the dominant avenues through which one might seck
to effect change. Despite his sympathy for the animal rights and animal
liberation movemens, b remains decply skepical of the notion that
beef-
fected through cxmmgc(hk:l and political discourses and institutions.
Deconstruction is situated preciscly at this level, namely, at the level of
trying to articulate another thought of relation (ethics) and practice
(politics) that moves beyond the limits of anthropocentric traditions
and institutions. This task requires a considerable amount of invention
as well as time. This does nof mean. of course, that Derrida is a fatal-
it with regard to the present circumstances under which animals live
and die. He supports and sympathizes with the animal rights movement
precisely because it is engaged in trying to limit violence toward animals
to the greatest extent possible. But he departs from dominant forms of
animal rights discourse and practice inasmuch as he belicves that a fun-
damental transformation of human-animal rclations requircs a decon-
struction of the very notion of moral and legal rights and its underlying
metaphysical and philosophical support.

Thus, with respect to existing institutions and present-day activism
and interventionis statgies, Derrida advoates a contestual o s

Ethics and
politics would be amatt
cumstances, view of a“maxi-
mum respect” (V4. 73)foranimals Henffersmomthgpmgmmof
action b " (VA.74)

to the climination of violence against animals is necessary. Derrida
does not. to my knowledge. ever wade into the debates over welfarism
and aboli in terms of activist strategies, but given his various
remarks on real-world animal rights politics, the position he advocates
is perhaps closest to the incremental abolitionism advocated by legal
theorist and activist Gary Francione.” Of course, given Derrida’s ethi-
cal situationalism, it is entircly possible that he would have personally
endorsed reforming (rather than abolishing) a specific violent practice
(eg. invasive medical experimentation) in a given political circum-
stance. In the final analysis, his work remains (no doubr intentionally)
ambiguous on the question of general strategies in the field of animal
rights
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UNDENIABLE SUFFERING

I suggested carlier that Derrida’s writings on animals are guided by a
“proto-ethical” imperative of sorts and that this imperative gives rise
a concrete position in the ficld of animal rights as well as a contestation
of philosophical anthropocentrism. Up to this point. 1 have outlined
the basic aspects of Derridas concrete ethicopoliical positon n view
of exis hics. In order to gain a
fuller picture of Deridas :im,)n on the question of the animal, it will
alko be necessary to examine the proto-cthical imperative underlying
his work as well his confrontation with anthropocentrism. As 1 men-
tioned carlier. and the reader should keep this in mind when working
through the next two sections. these two arcas of his work are consider-
ably more complicated than the situationalist ethics and politics 1 have
examined thus far.

Derrida’s most explicit and sustained account of the proto-ethical
imperative that figures in his writings on animals is found in his dis-
cussion of Jeremy Bentham in “The Animal That Thercfore 1 Am.”
As is well known, in his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation,
Bentham laments the fact that animals are reated a5 mere things, and
he seates his grief a great portion of humanity recei
the same poor and unehinking reatmen 2 animls = For Bentham,
there can b
uman beingsor animals. and his hope i that one day such injustice
will be transformed:

The day may come. when the rest of the animal creation may acquire
those rights which never could have been withholden from them but
by the hand of tyranny. The French have already discovered that the

without Iemay
o egs. ity in, or the

are insufficient for aban

doning a sensitive being to the same fate. What clse is it that should
trace the insuperable line> I it the faculty of reason, or perhaps. the
faculty for discourse? .. The question is not. Can they resson? nor.

Can they tll> but, Can they sffr**
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Peter Singer takes this passage as one of his central inspirations in Awimal
Libertion, pressing Bentham's consequentialis. sentience-based hedonic
wtilitarianism into the service of his own form of preference utilitarian-
ism. His I o the o prefrences animak

have in not being subjected to suffering. As for Bentham, the primary
ethical issue for Singer is not whether animals have a variety of human
characteristics (reason, the capacity for specch, ctc), for the presence or
absence of these traits is rrelevant to the simple fact that suffering and
the frustration of preferences in senticnt beings are the primary factors
that guide moral decision making, Within a utilitarian framework of the
sort advanced by both Bentham and Singer, animal suffering must. on
¥

Gis Dy it
he would endorse the basic position advanced by Bentham and Singer
and that he would also subscribe to the surface dimensions of the logic

And yet, Derrida

does not pick ? ok
(nor does he mention Singer's work, with which he is almost certainly
familiar). Rather. he focuses on how Bentham's question (“The ques-
tionis not, Can they Can they Can they sffer”™) has
the potential i the ontological and proto-cthical
dimensions of the question of the animal

With regard to the proto-cthical dimension of this question that |
have been unpacking, Derrida would have us read Bentham's focus on
sulfering n a way tht israrher different from Singer's Rather than ex

’ capacity to

crences forcertainstates ofaffirs o other. Derrda uss Bentham'
question to broach the issuc of the embodied exposure of animals
their finitude and vulnerability. While the surface level of Bentham's
discourse speaks in terms of capacities and faculties (Can they suffer’).
Derrida wants to suggest that capacitics arc not the final foundation
of animal echics. In other words, the question of the animal as it posed
here-—that is. of whether an animal can suffer and how much moral
weight that pri
cal relations with animals, Rather, the questi nd
tains within itself the trace of something more basic: an interruptive
encounter with animal suffering that calls for and provokes thou




As such, the discursive guestion of the animal s already a rispone to some
thing or some event that has preceded it. Whether or not such an event
is explicily remarked by Bentham or other animal ethicist. the ques-
tion nevertheless testifies to the event

Derrid b
to animal cthics, one would have to pass through this idea of the cvet.
of the pre- or proto-cthical encounter that gives rise to the question of
the animal s well as the configuration and claboration of any positive
l eths Peing the sy of the animal
interruptive encounter with other animals, Derrida is. of course, link-
ing his thought with Levinas's discourse on ethics. which also takes its
Other. But. as
Dcrmla s wz" e, Levinas more o lssliic his though o the face

hics, Derrida : fr
in Levinas’s discourse. as well as those contemporary discourses that re-
main tributary o the anthropocenteic obit of Leinas’s writings. The

ief poi . for Derrida,
1 debs iy for I
o inone's moral reasoning, To be sure. these things have their place in
ind policy, bu on ration-

ahq and argument in animal ethics has a tendency to make us overlook
the events and encounters that give rise to our thinking on these mat-
ters. Derrida is suggesting that one is perhaps less moved. ethically and
even emotively speaking, by the recogition of an animal's “ability” or
“capacity” for suffering as by an encounter with an animal’s iability or
incapacity id

ing. Much a5 Levinas ofin loctes the diseuptie power of the fxce i
the vulnerability and expressivity of the body. Derrida sces the embod-
ied vulnerability of animals as the site where one’s egoism is called into
question and where compassion is called for:

Being able to suffcr is no longer a power. it is a possbility without
power, a possibility of the impossible. Mortality resides there, as the
‘most radical means of thinking the finitude that we share with ani-
mals,the mortality that belongs to the very finitude of life. 1o the ex-
perience of compassion. to the possibility of sharing the possibility
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of this nonpower, the possibilty of this impossibility. the anguish of
this vulncrability and the vulnerability of this anguish.  (AIA. 396)

Thus, on Derrida’s reading, Bentham's question does not send us di-
rectly or simply in the direction of argumentation and debate over the
nature, extent, and moral weight of animal suffering. That has been the
dominant reception of his question in the Anglo-American philosophi-

cal tadivion. and it is has led o an coire fied of nquiry focused on

y suffer.
d ly and what dlogal impli

of these empirical findings are. Given the philosophical skepticism over
animal suffering in some quarters®* and the general public ignorance
concerning the conditions in which many animals live and dic. these
debates certainly scrve an important ethical and political purpose. But

h

that human beings share with animals
1D

it i in order to note that the force of the encounter with the *face” of
other animals is undeniable. And this i the case, he insists. whether we af-
firm or deny the animal's face, whether we respond affirmatively to the
encounter or disavow it. Both responses-negation and affirmation-

testify to the encounter’s force and to the fact that the vulnerability and
expressivity of the face pierce and affect us. It s this structure of af-
fict that cannot be denied and that philosophy has had such difficulty
incorporating. Modern philosophy. truc to its Cartesian and scientific
aspirations,is interested in the indubitable rather than the undeniable
Philosophers want proof that animals actually suffer. that animals are
aware of their suffering, and they require an argument for why animal
suffering should count on an cqual par with human suffering. But the
conditions of possibility for this debate are the coexposure and shared
fnitude of human beings and animals and the simple fact that animal
suffering has the capacity to disrupt and affect human beings —not uni-
versally and not always to the same extent. to be sure. but commonly
and frequently cnough to give rise to the “war” over compassion toward
animals. Derrida’s thinking here seems to be that working through the
question of the animal at thislevel, a the level of proto-cthical exposure.



und politi

and reorien thought long alicrnativelincs 10 s in this sense that he
argues that h:
e phlorophica questonofthe it
fear or panic. ight that

hamans witness in certsin animals . The response to the question
“can they suffer>” leaves no doubt. In fact it has never left any room
for doubr; it preccdes the indubitable. s older than it. No doubt ci
ther, then, for the possibility of our giving vent to a surge of compas-
sion. even if i is then misunderstood. repressed. or denied. held in
respect. Before the undeniable of this response (yes. they suffer.like us
who suffcr for them and with them). before this response that pre-
cedes all other questions, the problematic changes ground and base.
(A1A. 396-7)

‘What would 1
gan from and passed through this my“v This is a question to which
1 shall return in the final section of this chapter

At the proto-ethical level. then, Derrida has insisted that there is a
certain disruptive force in animal suffering, one that affects and chal-
lenges us prior to any reflection or debates we might have on the ethical
st of amimals. One of the more provocative aspecs of Derridd’s ap-

h f the animal, and
s thought from Levinass, i that he docs not limis th interruptive
capacity of the animal simply to its vulnerability and susceptibility to
wounding and suffering, While vulnerability is no doubt an exemplary
“site” of interruption. one should not mistake this exemplary mode of
exposure for the totality of modes of proto-ethical encounters (this is 2
point | also stressed in the previous chapter on Levinas). There are vari-
ous ways in which animals might intcrrupt us, challenge our standard
ways of thinking. and call us to responsibility —and many of these ways
could be located morc or less within the sphere of the proto-ethical
of all

Derrid roto-
q X

cthical encounters with an animal, specifically with a cat, in his essay
“The Animal That Therefore 1 Am.” It will be useful for my purpose
here of trying to understand Derrida’s thought on the question of the
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animal to digress from the general account and examine this particular
moment i his text with some care. My aim here will be to gain a better
understanding of the provo-ethical dimensions of his thought but sl
o understand how this dves risc to Derrida’s

humanism

AFTER ALL Tuis Tine

In framing his discussion of this peculiar encounter with a cat, Derrida
asks: “Depuis le temps, peat.on dire que Laniml nows regarde>™ (AIA. 372). David
Wills, the English translator of this essay. suggests in a footnote that
this phrase can be translated as, “Since so long ago. can we say that the
animal hasbeen our concer?” In 2 sens,this i the question we have
the outset: Has thy «
issuc in Desrida work *depuis e omps” despite the lack of attention given
w it by many of his readers? 1 have tried to argue thus far that it is no
doubt the case that Derrida has long been concerned with the status
of animals, not only in the history of philosaphy but in his own work
as well. 1 have also suggested that we can take him at his word when
he tells us that “the question of the living and of the living animal”
has always been for him “the most important and decisive question”
(AIA. 402). But there is another, more obvious sense that can be given
to Derrida’s question, which David Wills privileges in this translation
of the same phrase: “Since so long ago. can we say that the animal has
been looking at us>™ It is perhaps this latter question that confronts
Derrida when, in “The Animal That Therefore I Am.” he casts a glance
back athis previouswritings n animals. This question s rsponic 03
event ‘under the gaze of the other
animal. Pehapsall o Derrida'swritngson animals bear  trace of such
events
Derrida’s “example” of the event at issue here is an encounter with
acat or, to be more precise. an encounter with the gaze of a cat. And
not just any cat. Derrida is quick o insist that although he often makes
recourse to animal figures throughout his writings. the gaze of the cat
that he is referring to in this instance is not the figure of a cat, of the
Kind we find. for cxample in Bauelir’s o Rilke’s pocteyorin Buber’s
‘s gaze  The cat that Derrid:
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i “a real car, truly, believe me, alitle cat. ... It doesn't silently enter the
room as an allegory for all the cats on carth, the felines that traverse
myths and religions, literature and fables” (AIA. 372). And nor is it just
any gaze. The gaze that this little cat directs toward him occurs at an
extremely odd moment: when e s sark naked. It occurs, Derrida tells us,
when the cat follows him into the bathroom to eat her breakfast but
immediately demands to leave the bathroom upon secing him naked
When this happens, when he finds himself“caught naked, in silence” by
the cat’s gaze. Derrida says he has trouble

repressing a reflex dictated by immodesty. Trouble keeping silent
within me a protest against the indecency. Against the impropricty
that comes of finding onesclf naked. one’s sex exposed. stark naked
before cat thatlooks ¢ you without mving.ust o scc [um we
have] the single. i ety
that would come from appearing in truth naked. in front ofthe i
sistent gaze of the animal. a benevolent or pitiless gaze, surprised or
cognizant. (A1A.372)

It is with this moment in mind, when he finds himself caught naked

under the gaze of a cat and not casily able to overcome his feeling of em-

barrassment, that Derrida asks himself the autobiographical question

that wil guide his reflections for “The Autobiographical Animal® con-
here he is ing this paper: Who am | at this

1 often ask myself, just to see. who I am—and who 1 am (following)
at the moment when, caught naked, in silence, by the gaze of an ani-
‘mal, for example. the eyes of a cat, T have trouble. yes a bad time over-
coming my embarrassment.

‘Whence this malaise? (A1A.373)

Although Derrida does not mention it, we know the Nietzschean re-
sponse o this question: that we are ashamed of being seen naked not
because the “wild animal” inside us is exposed in such moments but
rather because a “naked human being is generally a shameful sight” and
the modern European human being in particular is a “tame” and “sick,
sickly crippled animal ... almost an abortion, scarce half made up, weak,
awkward” Consequently, we good Furopeans can scarcely dispense
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with either clothing or morality for covering up this shameful animal
and maling i appear respectable* I doub very much that Derrida
s hcre, and ke
when, reflecting on his shame, he writes: “Ashamed of what and before
whom? Ashamed of being naked as an animal” (AIA, 373). The shame
that Derrida feels when caught naked by the gaze of his cat—and I sus-
pecthe i not alone n his fecling i the shame that comes from being
just lik the face of the
mhmpu Naked as a jaybied, if you will

And yet this quasi-Nietzschean response raises its own questions.
What does it mean to say that one is “naked as an animal®> Can we say.
in all rigor, that an animal is naked, that is. that an animal exists in nu-
dity? And if we assume that animals are themselves without knowledge
of being naked (Derrida will not go so far as to make this assumption).
‘why would being caught naked under their gaze give rise to a fecling of
shame on our part> As Derrida notes, it is generally believed that only
human beings are capable of being or existing as naked because only we
Know what audity is as suck. Clothing oneself would thereby figure in
the list of man's essential “propers” or properties, those unique qualities
and characterisicsthat distinguish haman beingsfrom animals. Only

tells us, because only
human beings are capable o feeling shame regarding their naked bod
ies. This trait along with other supposedly unique human characteris-
tics, such as reason, specch, a relation to death, cthics. ck-sistence, and
50 on, form a configuration that clearly and decisively delimits the hu-
man being from the animal that increasingly encroaches on our human
uniqueness.

From the perspective of common sense. and good philosophical
sense as well. Derrida’s fecling of shame in being caught naked would
only serve to confirm his human uniqueness. The fact that he feels this
shame when under the gaze of an animal is rather odd but can perhaps
be explained away as a category mistake, a naive and misplaced anthro-
‘pomorphism. As the reader might suspect, however, things are not that
simple. Derrida is not certain of who he is in this instance —is his shame
human or animal> Is he “ashamed like an animal that no longer has the
sense of nudity> Or on the contrary, like a man who retains the sense of
nudity? Who am I therefore? Who is it that 1 am (following)? Whom
should this be asked of if not the other> And perhaps of the cat itself>”




(AIA. 374). To be certain of what is taking place in this particular in-
stance requires placing one’s trust in a se of categories and concepts
(self, other, human, animal) that are being called into question by the
encounter. What Derrida s describing s not an encounter with the gaze
of “an animal” (in general), but finding oneself being seen by the uncanny
gaze of a particular animal, a cat, this lttle female cat that, cven though
it is domesticated and all too familiar, nonetheless retains the capacity
for challenging that familiarity.”

In truth. however. Derrida is struck by the car’s gaze prior to even
these minimal conceptualizations (cat, litle. female). Thus, when he
says that the cat he is referring to s not a cat “figure” but is in fact a
“real cat, truly, believe me, a il ca” he is aware of the inadequacy of
such language and the problematic nature of the distinction between
such concepts as “figure” and “real” What Derrida is trying to gesture
toward. howeve awkwardly. i something for which existing modes of

not particularly he thoughs
Jar“ca s an absolutely unique and ireplacesble ntity. one whose un-
canny gaze cannot find its substitute in the gaze of another animal

If 1 say “itis a real car” that sees me naked. i i in order to mark its
unsubstitutable [irmemplagable] singularity. . . . It is true that I identify
it as a male or female cat. But even before that identification. I see
it as this irreplaceable living being that one day cnters my space, en-
ters this place where it can encounter me, see me, even see me naked.
Nothing can ever take away from me the certainty that what we have
here is an existence that refuses to be conceptualized [rebelle & out
concept] (A1.378-79)

This has been one of Derrida's central questions since his earlist work.
namely how to rfer i language and concepts 1 tht which precicly
resists In ing on this passage.

theorist Steve Baker thus misses the point when he suggests that the
“sophisticated deconstructive moves™ we have come to associate with
Derrida's work have here been abandoned when he trics to make ref-
erence to a “real” animal. Baker says he finds it “both instructive and
extremely funny to observe Derrida's desperation” in trying to assure
his readers that the cat he is referring o is to be understood. without
irony. as a “real” cat* Baker's response to this passage betrays a typical
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" as a project th:
reference altogether. zbandm\mg us within the prison-house of lan-
guage. Rather than suspending the possibility of reference, Derrida has
throughout his work instead sought to complicate traditional theories of
reference of questions
that concern not of employing redh guage to
refe o the Other,but o finding a nonreductive way to mark the cf-
fecs of the Other within the vry discourses(for example.philosophy)

ded on a forgetting of y of the other

In insisting on the unsubstitutable singularity of the cat. then, Der-
rida is contesting the possibility of fully reducing this particular cat to
an object of knowledge, whether philosophical or otherwise. Derrida
docs ot know who this cat i at the moment of the gaze any more than he
knows who he is. His encounter with the cat takes place in a contreremgs.
in a time out of joint. prior to and outside of knowledge and identifi-
cation. The scenc of nonknowing in which one finds onesclf cxposed
to the other animal is somewhat akin to madness, which is why Der-
rida calls it a “deranged theatrics™ (AIA. 380) and finds the words of
the Cheshire Cat in Alicein Wonderland particularly fitting for describing,
it *We're all mad here. I'm mad. You'e mad” (AIA. 379). When trying
10 answer the autobit “Who am 12
of madness. Derrida, not surprisingly. finds a properly “philosophical”
response 1o be impossible * One can only ask the question “Who am
12" once one has recovered from the madness. come back to oneself. and
regained intellcctual composurc. Who I am at the moment of madncss is im-
posible o decrmine. fo the “I"whecher it is conceved n tems of
the subject. cogito. unity of
tal ego. o self-consciousness —is not fully there to synthesize and make
sense of the experience. The I, strictly speaking, emerges only afier such
“mad” moments of exposure to the other animal. The question *Who
am 12" thus seems, for Derrida to necessitate a rather paradoxical an
swer. “*I am inasmuch as 1 am gfier the animal’ or ‘I am inasmuch as I
am lonside the animal* (AIA. 379).

In terms of the proto-cthical dimensions of this encounter. then. we
can say that according to Derrida’s account I come to myself and arrive
1 self-eooncousncs oly in and theough other animal,chat i, other
1

not an the laws of the Hegelian et of recognition: rather. ﬂ!n



occur in a time and space that precedes and gives rise o the possibil-
ity of any recognition. Such cncounters are specifically proto-cthical in
that 1 affirm, or say “yes.” to the Other before 1 can negate or disavow
the Other's impact. The Other leaves a trace of the shock of encoun-
ter within me, and how 1 respond to that trace- whether 1 affirm or
negatc, avow or disavow-constitutes ethics, properly speaking. The
main stakes of Derrida’s work on the question of the animal s to insist
that cthical thought in relation to animals begins in and attests to such
proto-cthical encounters —which is to say, animal ethics is not simply
amatter of theoretical consistency and rationalicy

ANIMAL SUBJECTS

At this point, we are in a better position to examine the ontological di-
mensions of Derrida’s thought. which, as 1 previously mentioned. are
among the most difficult aspects of his work on the question of the ani-
mal. The focus | have just given to the autobiographical component of
the question of the animal serves as a useful avenue for accessing the
salient ontological issues inasmuch as the questions concerning subjec-
tivity and madness I have examined help to point out the limitations
of the ontology underlying traditional conceptions of animal ethics and
politics. In his autobiographical account of the encounter with his car,
Derrida is intent upon underscoring the “event™like nature of the en-
counter and the way in which its force jumbles his experience of time,
sclf. and being. This kind of encounter with the alterity of another an
‘mal helps to expose the limitations and shortcomings of our existing
philosophical language about animals as well as corresponding cthical
and political theories, whether pro- or anti-animal.

1 dominant forms of ethical theory—from Kantianism to carc cth
ics to moral rights theory -are unwilling to make a place for animals
within their scope of consideation. it s ceae that emerging theorics of
ethics that ls are able
to develop their pammnx onl) by making other. equally serious kinds
of exclusions concerning animals. First, in order to communicate with
dominant theories of ethics. pro-animal positions are obliged 1o struc-

f cthical theory. such d patic niversaliz-




abiliy, self and other. eciprociy. and so forth. Most of these categories
anditis
g

they
,.....uh Sccond.pro amimaltheorists are fucherabliged 1o procor s

able terms, which in today's philosophical climate amounts to' “scentife”
and *biological” terms. Animals are not viewed as fundamentally alicn
to human language and concepts but rather as coextensive with the sci-
entific discourses that purport o describe them. Consequently, animal
cthicists rarely make recourse to poetic, literary, or artistic descriptions
of animals—descriptions that might help us o see animals otherwise.
which is to say. otherwise than the perspectives offered by the biological
sciences, common sense, o the anthropocentric “wisdom” of the ages.

What these two limitations amount to, in short. are  set of quasi
invisible constraints that guide animal ethics and politics in a scem-
ingly predestined dircction. The overarching aim of pro-animal theo-
rists seems to be, first, to demonstrate that one o another longstanding
ethical theory should (logn(:ll) definitionally. or conceptually) include
animals withinisscope and. second. 0 e thiscthical framework

standing for

litical spb('r(' This strategy makes use of what Peter Singer calls a-logic
of liberation.” a kind of moral and political reasoning that extends and
expands liberatory discourses by way of analogical argumentation. This
is such a common way of thinking about animal ethics and other pro-
gressive political movements that very few theorists or activists would
bother to question its underlying premises. But Derrida’s work on ani-
‘mals is intended to pose a series of questions at this exact level. What
is at stake in this kind of thinking and strategy> How does it both open
and foreclose certain ethical and political possibilities? How might it
unwittingly create new forms of exclusion and hierarchies? Does it do
justice to animals? Does it do justice to humans? Moreover. can we and
should we rely on cither common sense or scientific accounts of what it
means to be “human” or “animal”> Are either of these terms adequate
for ethico-political thought and practice>

Derrida speaks explicitly to the promise and peril of thinking about
animals within existing ethical, political. and legal frameworks in his
interview with Elizabeth Roudinesco. Here he argues that invoking hu-
‘manist and anthropocentric legal and moral frameworks in the service




of animal rights is 3 “disastrous contradiction” (VA. 6s), especially
when this strategy is understood in relation to the liberatory and radi-
cally egalitarian impulses of these movements. There is a peculiar irony
at work when animal rights theorists and animal liberationists employ
classical humanist and anthropocentric criteria to argue for granting

v

gh
that animal ethicists would, as radical environmentalists have done
take as their main aim a critical analysis of the exclusionary and hicrar-
chical tendencies of classical moral theory with an eye toward develop-
ing an ahogether or substantaly diferent conceprion of ethics Surly.
y and hierarchical nature of heory and
practice should be held in decp suspicion by those who arguc on behal
of the excluded and degraded. However. precisely the opposite has becn
theory and The same
kinds of line drawing, exclusions. and value rankings we find in human
st ethical theory are widespread throughout pro-animal discourses.
Rather than rejecting hicrarchical schemas in the name of a different
Kind o ethics, most animal xhicss belive that the hicrarchics have
v drawn. The inch
(. we should ite that ot all nimals are included by the dominant
approaches to animal ethics) within our moral calculus i, for many of
these theorists at least. a matter of getting things “right.” of drawing
moral boundarics in a rationally satisfying and rigorous manncr. As |
argued in my discussion of Levinas. this debate over line drawing and
moral considerability has been the main point of contention and site of
theorizing amﬂngammal cxbiciss and 1 arther argued i chat chapeer
that th 1 tak most
serious mistake thethas occurred in thefied, Thereis o pior rsson
1o grant that ethics must develop along humanist and anthropocentric
Tines. or that we should stretch and expand humanist liberatory dis-
courses to include previously excluded groups such s animals. Rather
than taking this approach for granted and as somchow the only rational
the cthi-
al s, we should see it inst itis:amore orless
useful strategy with both beneficial and
1 have already explained how Derrida lends his support and sym.
pathy to the beneficial and progressive aspects of pro-animal theorics
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and practices. While this dimension of his thought is important to
underscore. both for situating Derrida in the wider context of Conti-
nental phil thought (which negative
abour animals and cthics) and in order to underscore the affirmative
and cthical impetus of his work. there isat least in my estimation
about his expl

involving animals or the manner in which they are articulated. In fact.
as 1 noted, many readers familiar with Anglo-American philosophical
debates on the issues will likely be frustrated with his unwillingness to
speak s w0 clabo-
rate his positions in more detail

Where Derridssthought s become ather novel and provocative
with regard to the q the

cthics and the manner in which we might begin o circumvent them At
thislevel, what I

as the “quasi-invisible constraints” that guide progressive thought about
animals and that rebind these potentially liberatory discourses to the
metaphysica radition thy sek o displace The guiding thread for his
subjectivity”

that D
In line with (hcu' theorists, many of Derrida’s earliest texts were dcdr
cated

porary phy in the form of a metaphy "‘pnsfmr.'wlv:w
presence is understood in terms of self-presence (lucid and transparent
sel-consciousnes) and presence o theorher another that i ltimarcly

self). Theaim of is.in the most
general sense, to demonstrate that the discourses that have pretensions
o full p Iy nd that o

“satic” (oteeruption, difiren, supplemenaricy, and so forth) are -
variably at work wherever full presencc is sought. The central example of
the “human”.

cen phil d The human h

(animal, nature. childhood. infancy. madness. and so on) inasmuch as

the b sh

more or less dircet and transparent access to itself and the other and is
self-identity he other. In the West-

ern philosophical tradition. this notion of the human has served espe-




cially requently a5  means of isinguishing hamans from nonhuman
animals, which,itis argucd. | .language.
and other capacities that mmldzllmvﬁwpvmm

Rather than displacing this anthropocentric metaphysics of s..b,««

animal tothe traditionsl model of the human. I is ofien argued xhzx

animals do. in fact, have the capacities traditionally denicd to them (self-

awareness. consciousness) and that animals are. in fact, full subjects

Tom Regan, for instance. has argued that animals are worthy of moral

respect inasmuch as chey: like human beings,are “subjectsof a ife” He
hat cach of us, whether a human Lindividual, is an

experiencing subject of  lfe. a conscious creature having an indi-
vidual welfare that has importance to us whatever our usefulness to
others. We want and prefer things, believe and feel things,recall and
expect things. And all these dimensions of our lfe. including our
pleasure and pain. our enjoyment and suffering, our satisfaction and
frustration, our continued existence or our untimely death—all make
adifference to the quality of our life as lived. as experienced. by us as
individuals.*

Regan'ssatcment s no doubt true about certain animals, especially
“higher-order” cogniti this
premise about the shared subjectivity of humans and animals is that it
excludes most animals from its scope-—a point that is not lost on Regan.
He notes tha his theory of animal rights strictly applics only to mam-
mals one year of age and older * Although Regan has no desire to use
his theory to create a new set of exclusions that will place those animals
not having thesc traits outside the scope of moral concern (he argues
instead for  charitable approach to line drawing). this is preciscly its
effect. For it is clear that many animals will never meet these criteria
and will never demonstrate this particular kind of subjective life —and
the same is truc for many human beings. And. if we grant privileged
moral status to those beings with a certain kind of subjective life, then
the logical consequences within this moral framework are clear: those
beings lower o
This logic and th ierarchical, exch etc) that
follow from it are the kind of quasi-invisible constraints that limit and




‘mold dominant discourses on animal thics and against which Derrida
seeks to develop an alternative idea of human-animal ethical relations.
And it s prcisely in view of the social. poliical and philosophiclim:

plications. d legal
teformism of the animal rights movement. In my reading of Agamben,
1 showed that Derrida has litle or no faith in the idea that existing legal
institutions can be reformed in order to accommodate animals » Based
as they are on a metaphysics of subjectivity and presence, it is clear that
modern legal institutions will simply never regard animals as full legal
subjects anymore than anthropocentric moral discourse will ever re-

gard animals as full ethical subjects. And this should come as no sur-

prise, given itional legal and moral d
anthropocentric and metaphysical horizon that i grounded on busaa
h he d ofrying o -
form lling it radically
part of animal rights theorists

D

different lines and try to imagine other ways of conceiving of animal
life and ethical relations between human beings and animals. The first
thing to which Derrida would have us attend is the manner in which
the concept m’mbimmq has been constituted historically. Thus far 1
on aspects of the hysics of sub-

jectivity, but D(-tndz argues that the meaning of subjectivity is consti

tuted through a network of exclusionary relations that goes well beyond
a generic human-animal distinction. He has coined the term “carno-
phallogocentrism” to refer to this network of relations and in order to
highlight the sacrificial (carno). masculine (phallo). and spesking (logo) di-
mensions of classical conceptions of subjectivity. What Derrida is try-
ing to get at with this concept is how the metaphysics of subjectivity
works to exclude not just animals from the status of being full subjects
but . children

groups and other Others who ar taken to be lacking in onc or nodher
of the basic traits of subjectivity. Just as many animals have and continue
10 be excluded from basic legal protections. so, as Derrida notes. there
have been “many ‘subjects’ among mankind who are not recognized as
subjects”* and who receive the same kind of violence rypically directed
at animals. This would position certain groups of human beings in
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a similar space of marginalization alongside animals. furthermore, this
shared position suggests that thinking through the processes of human
and animal marginalization together can be useful for uncovering the
functioning and consequences of the metaphysics of subjectivity. No
doubt the marginalization of diffcrent groups of human beings. on the
one hand, and animals. on the other hand, has occurred along distinct
historical and institutional lines. and the effects of this marginalization
have been uncven. But joint examination of human and animal subjec-
tion can help to render undeniably clear the potentially violent nature
ofthe exclusionary logic of the meraphysics of subjectiviy. Ecofemi-
has Carol David Nibert™ have
made parallel arguments in other contexts to this same cffcct. And the
uhimate point that these authors scek to make is that bringing animals
hi pe f mocal and it nota

e o he
for this should already be clear. these inclusions come at the price of a
diffcrent set of exclusions. in which other animals and other groups of
human beings are deemed “nonsubjects” and potentially unworthy of
legal and moral consideration. What needs to be reformed. or rather
transformed. is the juridicism and exclusionary logic that underlics our
dominant practices and ways of thinking and the legal and political in-

»
But the neologism “carno-phallogocentrism’ is intended to do more
than indicatc the multiple axcs of exclusions that have functioned his-
torically in the development of the metaphysics of subjectivity. Derrida
is also arguing at the same time that being a carnivore is at the very
heart of becoming a full subject in contemporary society. Participating.
whether dircerly or indircetly. in the processes and rituals of killing and
cating animal flesh i almost a necessary prerequisite of being a subject
Those individuals who. through cating a vegan or vegetarian diet and
trafficking in animal rights politics. seck to resist carnivorous practices
and institutions are often viewed as being outside the dominant forms
of being a subject. In Derridas words, “carnivorous sacrifice is cssential
10 the seructure of subjectivity. which is also to say to the founding of
the intentional subject."” The subject, typically male, “acceps sacrifice
and cars flesh ™ As evidence for this claim. Derrida poses the follow-
ing question concerning a prototypical subject. in this case a head of
State: “Who would stand any chance of becoming a chef dEtat (a head of




State), and of thereby acceding “to the head.” by publicly. and therefore

exemplarily declaring him- or hersclf to be a vegetarian? The dhef must

be an cater of flesh.™ Once again. the point here is that becoming a

subject is not a morally and legally neutral process but is structured by

anumber of symbolic and literal constraints that are potentially violent
nd

toward all beings deemed ibjects, especiall

animals. As such, Derrida’s deconstructionist approach to a critique of
subjectivity works toward “a reinterpretation of the whole apparatus
of boundaries™ that is aimed less at expanding the boundaries and
‘more at reworking them so as to overcome them and think through and
beyond them.

Given th: perh.
direct challenge to carno- phallugxﬂ\msm it might seem n tha this
practice is the ethicopolitical telos of Derrida’s thought on the question
of the animal. As we have seen, Derrida himself criticizes standard ar-
guments against vegetarianism and appears to align himself with those
discourses and practices that aim at maximum respect toward animals.
And Derrida scholar David Wood has made an argument that explicitly
links deconstruction and vegetarianism as a means of resisting the ef-
fects of carno-phallogocentrism. Wood argucs that:

Carnophallogocentrism is not a dispensation of Being toward which
resistance is futile: it is a murually reinforcing network of powers,
schemata of domination, and investments that has to reproduce it-
self to stay in existence. Vegetarianism s not just about substituting
beans for bef: it is—at least potentially—a site of proliferating resist-
ance to that ion. 1f we allow the

(and ghosts and cries and suffering) to which I have been yielding o
have their say [Wood is referring to a number of issues he has raised
carlier in his cssay—the breaching of the human-animal boundary,
the reduction of biological diversity, and the massive slaughtering
of animals], we might well end up insisting that *deconstruction is
vegetarianism "

Here Wood is making the kind of linkage between vegetarianism and
deconstruction that Derrida has ventured between justice and decon-
struction in “Force of Law.” For Derrida, deconstruction (if it exists, as
healways adds) is justice, understood as a passion for the impossible and
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a relation with an alterity that remains irreducibly Other. On this line
of thought. even though discourses about the Other (moral. legal. politi-
cal. etc) will ahways remain deconstructible, the passion for the Other is
not. This passion is the animating force of deconstruction, and without
it deconstruction would never get underway. For Wood., vegetarianism
is a similar kind of deconstructive passion, onc that contests reductive
discourses and practices toward animals and aims to respect the ahter.
ity of animals. Inasmuch as these passions are the animating drive be-
hind vegetarianism. Wood is no doubt correct to align deconstruction
and vegetarianism. But this alignment also has the effcct of protecting
vegetarianism from a deconstructive critique. if that is, we consider veg-
ctarianism to be (like justice) un-deconstructible. Wood himself docs
not offcr much in the way of a deconstruction of vegetarianism. and in
this he mirrors much of “progressive” discourse on “cthical vegetarian

ism.” It is ofen assumed by ethical vegerarians that vegetarianism is a

d ideal. one ths i

kind of violence toward animals and that substantially challenges the
existing anthropocentric ethicopolitical order.

While 1 would certainly not want to disparage the efforts of vegetar-
ians to limit violence toward animals in their personal lives and in pub-

e
animals. | think it s important also to underscore that vegetarianism is

itself not

e follow D

on the question of the animal, then it is necessary both to support veg-
ctarianism's progressive potential but also interrogate its limitations
1 have already shown how animal ethics in general (and animal rights
theory. in particular) tends to reinforce the very metaphysics of subjce-
tivity it seeks to undercut inasmuch as animal ethicists rely on a shared
subjectivity among human beings and animals to ground their theories
But there are other limitations in vegetarian and pro-animal practices
that should be noted. First, no matter how rigorous one’s vegetarianism
might be. there is simply no way to nourish oneself in advanced. indus

as well) in direct and indirect forms. (And 1 should note that it is rather
curious that Wood focuses on vegetarianism rather than veganism in
his cssay. inasmuch as the latter dict is, when approached ethically. far
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Y ) Simply
ing the processes by which one’s food gets to the table i crough to disa-

of the notion that a vegs diet s “cruchy free”
As such, a vegetarian diet within the context of advanced, industrial so-
cicties i at best. a significant challenge to dominant attitudes and

tices toward animals. but it remains far from the kind of ethical ideal it
issomerimes prparted o be Scond.ther are crhr exhical sakesin-

mal byproducts has on animals. Alldiets, even organic and vegetarian
diets, h:
the human beings wh produce and harvest food. Consequeny,if we
consider ethical vegetarianism to constitute an ethical stopping point.
these other concerns will be overlooked. And it is preciscly these other
concerns, concerns about other, often-overlooked forms of violence, that
should alo impassion a deconstructive approach to the question of the
animal

Although these eritical points are certainly in line with the logic of
a deconstructive approach to animal ethics, they do not form the focus
of Derrida’s analysis. Derrida draws attention. instead. to a different
limitation inherent to pro-animal ethics and politics. one that he asso-
ciates with “interventionist violence™ (AIA. 394) against animals. The
violence at issue here takes  symbolic rather than literal form. and this
symbolic violence against animals, Derrida seems to think. is one of the
most pressing philosophical and metaphysical issus facing thought to-
day. In view of this notion of symbolic violence, he makes the follow-
ing statement: *Vegetarians. too. partake of animals, even of men. They
practice a different mode of denegation"* What does he mean by this>
Clearly. ethical vegetarianism aims at avoiding consumption of animal
flesh-and presumably human flesh, as well So, in what manner do veg-
etarians partake of animals and other beings toward which they aim to
be nonviolent> Derrida’s remark here is part of a complicated argument
about the ethical questions concerning eating, incorporation, and vio-
lence toward the Other. While Derrida,like Levinas. posits a nonviolent
opening to the Other (for Levinas, this occurs at the level of the saying.
whereas in Derrida it is associated with his affirmative infrastructures,

h as Come, yes, and pldge). b y
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relation with the Other s possible. On his line of thought. violence is
irreducible in our relations with the Other, if by nonviolence we mean
a thought and practice relating to the Other that respects fully the al-
terity of the Other. In order to speak and think about or relate t the
Other, the Other must —to some extent — be appropriated and violated.
even if only symbolically. How does one respect the singularity of the
Other without betraying that alterity? Any act of identification, naming,
or relation is a betrayal of and a violence toward the Other. OF course.
this should not be taken to mean that such violence is immoral or that

allforms quivaent. Rather.the aim d
pletely gard o g
f Other. The ideal of ethical purity is ruled out

a priori as structurally impossible. And for Derrida, this should signal a
substantial change in the ethical question of eating, To take vegetarian-
ism as an example, the ethical question should not be “How do I achieve
an ethically pure. cruclty-free diet>” but rather. “What s the best, most
respectful. most grateful, and also most giving way of relating™ to an-
imals and other Others. The latter approach lies at the bottom of an
animal ehics tht is impassioned by an ideal of masimum respct or
animals and or

of any sort.

LETTING GO

1 have ar this point arrived at a juncture where I can turn to the heart
of Derrida’s thought on the question of the animal—the point where
Derrida critically cngages traditional anthropocentric and ontotheo-
fogical discourses on animals. Before we take up this theme. though. it
will be useful to cast a glance backward and examine the points made
thus far. 1 began by suggesting that the question of the animal is by no
means a minor aspect of Derrida’s thought but i in fact a central ques-
tion throughout his writings. from the earliest to the most recent. This
point is made evident by examining the way in which many of Derrida’s
“infrastructures” arc formulated so as to include both human and non-
human life forms, and noticing that his carly and recent texts on eth-
ics have consistently made a placc for animals. 1 further argued tha
Derrida’s writings make clear that he holds a concrete ethicopol
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position that has substantial overlap with the theories and practices of
contemporary animal rights and liberation and that this concrete posi-
tion is in turn informed by a proto-cthical imperative that arises from
a face-to-face encounter with the Other animal that radicalizes animal
cthics and disrupts any possible form of good conscience in this ficld. It
is the proto-cthical imperative that also gives risc to his thoroughgoing
critique of th i tradition, whi y
topic for the remainder of this chapter

My discussion of Derrida thus far has been largely expository and
rather uncritical, especially in comparison with the discussions of
Heidegger, Levinas, and Agamben in the foregoing chapters. The rea
son for this difference of approach is twofold: First. Derrida’s writings
on animality have been badly misread in most cases and are stll in need
of careful exposition.* Second. | am in broad agreement with Derrida’s
general approach and his argaments on the points examined thus far.
Among contemporary Continental philosophers, Derrida is by far the
most useful and insightful thinker in the domain of questions sur-
rounding animality. and my gencral support of his approach reflects my
respect for his original approach to the very difficult questions encoun-
tered in this domain of thought

In the remainder of this chapter, however, the tenor of my analysis of
Derrida’s work will shift considerably. 1 will offer a charitable account
of his critical engagement with the anthropocentrism of the metaphysi-
cal eradition, but in so doing 1 will lay out where I think his arguments
go awry and where the argument developed in this book departs from
his. In brief, 1 will argue that despite Derrida’s critical cngagement
with metaphysical anthropocentrism. his thought does not offer a gen-
uine challenge to this tradition and remains beholden to its logic and
conceptuality.

To begin. it will be helpful to look bricfly at Derrida’s most sustained

1 b

Although he has written at some length on Aristotle. Descartes, Kant,
Levinas, and Lacan® with an cye toward their writings on animaliry. he
has H, e
discourse on animals and the human-animal distinction. The specific
reasons for this preponderant focus on Heidegger (as opposed to, say,
Descartes) are never, to my knowledge at least, explicitly discussed by
Derrida; but I think that I can make a reasonable inference to the best




explanation. Heidegger is most likely Derridas main focal point in
claborating the question of the animal not simply because Heidegger
looms large in the background of his thought but because Heidegger's
critical analysis of humanism s the best developed critique in the phil-
osophical tradition —and a critique that should have opened on to the
large question of anthropaxentism in a more profound manner. That
Heidegger's ritiqy never led b

porary

is to say, for much of Continental philosophy): additionally. Heidegger's

resistance to displacements of anthropocentrism (in thinkers such as
Nietzsche, Darwin, and Rilke and in twentieth-century Lebensphilosophic
more generally) allow the reader to sce very clearly where the dogmas
of anthropocentrism function in his work (and in subsequent philos-
ophy that has remained within the orbit of his thought). Derrida has
drawn explicit attention 1o this dogmatism in one of his many essays on
Heidegger. Concerning Heidegger's infamous remark that the “ape. for
example. possesses organs for grasping, but it has no hand."¢" Derrida
suggests that this statement is Heidegger's “most significant, sympto-

matic. and seriously dogmatic."+*

Now, thisis no 1

of if not he,
mality. And given the critical importance of Heidegger for Derrida, it
appears that Derrida takes Heidegger's dogmatic anthropocentrism to
be one of the chief obstacles and questions for thought today. Derrida's
critical readings of Heidegger on animality began most famously with
his scries of “Geschlecht” articles. where he problematized Heidegger's
reductive analysis of animals, This analysis was continued in Of Spirit
through an interrogation of Heidegger's denial of “world” to animals in
his lecture course of 1929 and 1930, Fundamental Conccpts of Metaphyscs, to
which 1 have already devoted considerable attention in the chapter on
Heidegger. A few years later, in *Eating Well'” Derrida extended this
critical analysis of Heidegger in reference to the themes of animal kill-
ing, friendship. and subjectivity. and he also sought to link Heidegger's
thought with Levinas's and other anthropocentric and humanist dis-
courses about animals. Similarly. in Aporias, Derrida takes Heidegger to
task for his rather questionable distinction between the “dying” proper
to Dascin and the “perishing” that belongs to animals and other living
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beings

i Sexity of life forms called “animal~

When questioned about his strategy of complicating binary op-
positions and whether this complication is meant to erase oppositions
and form an undifferentiated. homogenous group comprising human-
animals, Derrida insists that he is not at all interested in blurring dif-
ferences but s instead trying to re-mark differences that have been re-
duced. denied, or overlooked. He explains that

fuundm cggers

if you draw a single or two single lines [berween animals and human

beings). then you have homogenous sets of undifferentiated socic-
ties, or groups, or structurcs. No, no | am not advocating the blurring
of differences. On the contrary. | am trying 1o explain how drawing
an oppositional limit itsclf blurs the diffcrences. the differance and
the differences, not only between man and animal, but among ani-
mal societies-there are an infinite number of animal socicties. and.
within the animal societies and within human society itself, so many
differences

This statement nicely encapsulates the underlying logic of all of
Derrida’s interventions and writings on the question of the animal.
He is concerned throughout all of his texts on this issue to disrupt
metaphysical discourses about animals that treat each singular animal
as an instance of “The Animal.” a homogencous, cssentialist, and reduc-

gory

“animal "As1
of Heidegser. Levinas, and Agamben, the philosophical tradicion [
been particularly egregious in this respect and has only rarely accorded
o given attention to the singularity of animal life. Inasmuch as Derrida
sceks to contest this kind of simplistic thinking about animals. I think
his work is to be applauded-—for the kind of reductionism he criticizes
i inC ind analytic philosophi 1
and in dominant discourses and institutions. In order to disrupt and

ol
anda 1d. 1 believe. play
But the question that needs to be addressed is: What, precisely. is
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Derrid recommending in e ofthse eductive binarics I b simply

. tradition, or he i way
an eye toward itations of, dominant
animals> In short, [ want to ask (to paraphrase Nietzsche): Are new idols
here. oris it simply oncs e b
Itis clear from unpubli on

Derridais very much i 1
ight of animals. T} pl:
on this issuc are, once again, the cssay “The Animal That Thercfore |
Am. Here he presents his position in terms of a reflection on “limitro-
phy.” on what is situated at the intersection of a border. of “what abuts
onto limits but also what fecds, is fed. is cared for, raised. and trained.
whatis cultivated on the edges of alimit” (A1A. 397). In order to develop
P

10 the limitrophe nature of the border drawn between human and ani-
mal. How is this border created. nourished, maintained. and sustained?
What are the linguistic and instirutional forces at work around and
along this border? Derridas interventions in the history of metaphysi
ald these mecha-
nisms and highlighting the doinsos snd hegemonic dogmes o thia
field of thought. But even on the most generous reading. it is clear that
Derrida’s work has only scratched the surfce of this project of decon-
structing the history of the limitrophe discourse of the human-animal
distinction. Along philosophical lines. Elisabeth de Fontenay's massive
volume, Le silence des betcs, i something much closer to the kind of philo-
sophical analysis necded to trace the anthropocentric underpinnings of
Western philosophy** And yet. even de
far from exhausting the critical historical project here, inasmuch as the
functioning and sustaining of the human-animal border has 2 compli-
cated history and present and requires 2 multdisciplinary critical ap-
proach. And i here that one of the central axes of the emerging fields
be situated. Animal studies could tak
as one of its primary aims a historical and gencalogical analysis of the
constitution of the human-animal distinction and how this distinction
8 ber of o
Not only would this project further descdiment and denaturalize the
‘human-animal distinction, but it would also help to uncover alternative.
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"human be
covered over, and distorted by dominant discourses. Although Derrida
was himself unable to carry through on this project, i is clear that he

gateway
animal life, and it further demonstrates his serategic allegiance with
genealogical mode of philosophizing and his indcbtcdness to

philosophers such as Nietzsche and Foucault
Beyond the historico-gencalogical dimensions of the project of
thinking otherwise about animals lics the necessity of developing an
alternative ontology of animal life. an ontology in which the human-

1d s called radic. Ithough "

of ontological questions is one of the standard gestures of much of re-
cent postmodern and poststructuralist discourse. I think it is a mistake
10 read Derrida’s discourse as belonging to this trend. In his reflections
on the question of the animal in particular, he is at pains to articulate
anatermatie onologica thoughtand concept o “animl lfe”one has
in the his

tory of metaphysics and closer to contemporary animal philosophers
such as Deleuze and Donna Haraway. For Derrida. the chicf limit of
the metaphysical tradition is that it has consistently tried to reduce and
even efface the differences among various forms of animal life. Any on-
tology that challenges this tradition will need to be antircductive and
antianthropocentric to the extreme. In view of this issue. Derrida sug

gests that on the other side of the human, we do not find a group of
beings that share a common “animality” but  heterogencous series of
beings and relationships. Thus, rather than

“the Animal” or “Animal Life.” there s already a heterogencous mul-
tiplicity of the living, or more precisely (since to say “the living” is al-

ready o say
relations between li d déad, selihonsof of

o disso-
ciate by means of the figures of the organic and inorganic. of lfe and
or death. These relacions are at once close and abyssal. and they can
never be totally objectified. (A14.399)

This passage is extremely helpful for understanding the ontology
that underlies not only Derrida’s writings on the question of the animal
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but all of his writings on the question of life and life death, as well as
the various infrastructures he develops in his texts from the 19605 and
1970s. What we find here is a relational and machinic ontology of sin-
gularities, one that is informed as much by Nictzschean and Deleuzean
matcrialism as by Heideggerian and Levinasian phenomenology. This
is perhaps the most radical strain of Derrida’s thought on the question
of the animal, and it is the closest to the argument developed in this
book—for this line of thought takes away the ground for making any
kind of binary human-animal distinction. If what we call “animal life”
is constituted by a “heterogeneous multiplicity” of entities and a “multi-
plicity of organizations of rclations” between organic and inorgani life
forms, then what sense can be made of an insuperable division between
human and animal> Do not *human beings™ belong t this multiplicity
of beings and relations> Are we 1 believe that human beings are some-
how exempt from the play of differcnces and forces, of becomings and
relations> Are not *human beings” sliding constantly along a series of
differences, including those that are thought to separate human from
animal, animal from plant, and life in general from death? In brief
then, it is clear that the ontology Derrida offers here would forbid the
possibility of making any kind of clean distinction between human and
animal, not only because of the irreducible plurality of beings but also
because of the multiplicity of becomings and relational structures be-
tween human and animal

Bur do Derrida’s ontological reflections lead him to abandon the
human-animal distinction altogether> We have already seen Agamben's
argument for the abandonment of this distinction in view of its role in

essentially political and. in the last analysis, anthropocentric, although
1 have tricd to suggest that his arguments can be read and applied to-
ward nonanthropocentri ends. 1t would sccm, based on what we have
scen thus far that Der mightadd a kind

arguments. On the ethical level. Derrida would have us understand the
proto-cthical relations berween human beings and animals in terms of
a disruptive, face-to-face encounter between singular beings. As
such, any homogenizing of human beings or animals would betray the
singularity of the ethical relation as well as the beings who are them-
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essary is a question 1 have examined in my reading of Levinas. But with

regard to Derrida, we can sce that the singularity and singular relations

characteristic of human-animal cthical encounters should trouble our
ical od i 1 distincti

for Onth
lational and machinic ontology that attends to the multiplicity of forms
of animal (and human) life and the relational structures in. among, and
between the various forms of animal (and human) life. To my mind. the
chief conclusion to be drawn from Derrida’s analysis is that the human-
animal distinction is. strictly speaking, nonsensial. How could a simple
(or even a highly refned) binary disinction spproach doing jusice 0
ke here? I am not sug-
gesting, of course, that there s a language or set of concepts that could
accurately capture the ontological and ethical vision thar Derrida is
proposing (and it is not all clear to me that “capturing” and referencing
reality are the ultimate tasks here). There can be no doubt, as Georges
Bataille notes, that the world is always richer than language" and that
language will always fail o do justice to the world. But there are failures
and ther arc filures. The human animal distincrion is s clumsy and
awkward,
have for, phchupllm who s oftcn npride themscles on the n,uwfmm
(mv:('pu Suvd, De D
o the impli 5 cihieal asid caisslogical ariab
mu lmng us to the conclusion that the human-animal distinction
should be abolished or, at the very least. be treated with considerable
caution and suspicion.

In h John Searle. De very same poi
concerning the issuc of making rigorous distinctions. When Searle ac-
cuses Derrida of insisting on distinctions being rigorous if they are to
function as distinctions (Searle thinks this is an overly demanding re
quirement), Derrida is utterly incredulous that any philosopher would
think that this constitutes an unjustifiable demand. How should dis-
inctions function for a philosopher if not rigorously>

Among all the accusations that shocked me coming from [Searkes]
pen ... why is it that this one [‘unless  distinetion can be made
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i

h the most And.1 foss, al
the most incomprehensible to me? . What philosopher ever since

(forw arespeking of concepes and not o he coor o couds or e
be rigorous

or precise, itis nota distinction atall

Now, it would seem that the entire weight of Derrida’s writings on the
question of the animal lies on the side of demonstrating, as rigorously
as possible, that the human-animal distinction—as it has been drawn
by philosophers and the dominant institutions and discourses that em-
ploy this traditional distinction—does not hold rigorously at cither an
ontological or ethical level. If this is the case, then it follows that what is
required is the development of alternative ontological and ethical con-
cepts® th. possibilities for ractice. And, true
to this line of reasoning, Derrida offers just such a concept at the end of
*The Animal That Therefore I Am.” In a play on Nietzsche's autobio-
graphical text, Ecce Homo, Derrida speaksin his essay (presented ata con-
ference entitled “The Autobiographical Animal”) of the “animor.” Rather
than beholding “the man,” Derrida encourages us to behold the animr,
ccce animot. Why this particular neologism, “animot”> First, animot sounds
like animas, animals in the plural. Derrida wants us to hear in the term
animot animals in their plural singularity rather than their generality
(e, Th: Animal). To behold, and even be. slm(k and vmndcr abwl this
nd relations of

tradition has worked ly and stently
w© Mock The neologism animot also contains within itself the word for
word, “mot™—and it is this word for “word,” the word as such, which is
to say language and access to the being of beings. that has traditionally
been denicd to animals. Derrida has no interest in trying to persuade his
readers that animals do, in fact, have human language (whether certain
animal species are capable of human language is an empirical question
that Derrida does not take up at any significant lengeh). But he is inter-
i hat the *lack” of b 1

ted

Y

in facta “lack” or privation. To think difference privatively, which is the
dominant way of thinking found in Heidegger’s and Levinas's discourse
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on animas, s the dogmatic and anthropocentrc prejudic that Derri-
da's work
'And yet. despie the destabilization of the human-animal diseie-
tion on the proto-ethical lvel: he contesttion of this disinction on
he ontological level; and
thought of “animality” as “arimer™—despite all of this. Derrida remlnul)
refuses to abandon the human-animal distinction. Now, the reasons
for this refusal are rather complicated. and I will atzend to them in duc
course. But | want to note up fron that | take Derrida’ insistence on
mainaining the human-animal distinction to be one of the most dog-
matic and puzzling moments in all of his writings. And I am measur
ing my words carcfully here, for Derrida’s writings (despite whatever
shortcomings they might have) are rarely dogmatic. But 1 believe that
on this particular issuc, the criticism is apt. Before examining the rea-
sons behind
‘agesfrom his work o the issc o the human-animal distincrion. The
first i from the *sccond hypothesis” presented in “The Animal That
“Therefore 1| Am™

1 won't take it upon myself for a single moment to contest that the-

sis ic..the thesis of “philosophical or common sense” that there is a

limi becween uman beings nd animl] or the uprure o abys
“wemen.” I,aman..

men who say “we.” what he calls the animal or animals. 1 won't take it

upon mysclf for a single moment to contest that thesis. nor the rup-

ture or abyss between this “1-we” and what we call animals. To sup-

pose that 1. or s for that matter, could ig
indeed that abyss. would mean first of all bhndmgonudfm s
..and, as far as my d.it
would mean fongeting all the signs tha | hav sough to g, tre-
lessly. of my o difference. to diff
conti
1 have thus y
wha callsiscf man and it becalls the s (A1.398)
b is drawn from Derrida's i Elisabeth
Rovudinesco. Wih regd t the division or distncion drawn between
“attached.”
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g, i ight to insist on
his di animal righ destabil ).
Derrida notes that he speaks

ot onlyof one division [berween human and animal], but of several
n the major ures. Far from eras-
ing limits, | recalled them and insisted on diffcrences and hetcroge
neities. .. Like you fi.. Roudinesco], T believe that there is a radical
discontinuity between what one calls animals . and man
(VA.72-73)

Elsewhere in the same interview. Derrida adds the following remarks
that further develop these points

1 with the notion of a noge-

order o claim. stupidly. that there is no limit between “animals” and
“man’; it is becase | maintain that there is more than one limit, that
there arc many limits The 2 between the“higherprimatcs”and

“higher primates” ;mlmm.mmk (VA.66)

As these passages make abundantly clear. Derrida belicves that there is
a definitise division, or rather a scrics of divisions. between human be-
ings and animals. And not only arc there divisions here, but insupersble
divisions, with Derrida going so far as to say that there is 3 “rupture,”
an *abyss.” and a “radical * separating 1
i Derrida’s “Geschlcht” essay:
the essay “Geschlcht 11: Heidegger's Hand.” will find themselves scratch-
ing their heads while reading these claims. In that essay. Derrida took
Hcidegger to task for insisting on an abyssal rupture between human
and animal and for faling o pﬂwvnd-e any kind of scrious scicntific and
ion to support the claims of an abyssal ruptus

Is Dcmdn ot doing preciscly the same thing here> What evidence
is given in support of the claim that there s a rupture or abyss between
human and animal> To be sure. “so much contrary evidence” is men-
vioned. bu the
essay orany gs. And why nov
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if this evidence were presented and opened up 1
analysis> Could it nor. then, be critically interrogated. as I have done
throughout this book (and using many of Derrida’s own arguments).
1o the point where the distinction and distinctions drawn between hu-
man and amimal wer sen 2 a best) cumeyat an empircl. cthical,
nd Hevel>

M.yu it be that this conerary evidence, if subjected t0 rigorous analy-
sis across several registers might render it impossible to make a rigorous
human-animal distinction impossible>

S0 where, preciscy v these divisons suppased t0lie? Derrida has
b y “propers” of the
b be said Jy to bek o b e dos
ot conclude from th  that “we must
inga properof man'” (V4. 66).But if none of the trditional “propers”
of man (language, consciousness, society. tool use. etc) hold rigorously.
‘what can b offred in hei place? Does Derrda have another way of
drawing ion that i w

In the texts that are p«‘xeml) available, no such rcdrawlng is o be
found. Consequently, it is impossible to know preciscly how Derrida’s
thought would have proceeded along these lines. My guess is that had
he sought to carry through on the task of specifying a more claborate.
differential, and refined thought of the human-animal distinction. he
would have focused primarily on the manner in which human beings
assume (whether negatively oraffemtivh) thie radical fntude. In
other words, the differcncs between human beis would
likely have been sought in the specific modes ofnspotmvlly and respon
sibity (in other words, in the experience of the affirmation or negation
of exposure) that Derrida scems to belicve are characteristic of and spe-
cific to human beings.

But the issue of whether Derrida's reliance on the rhetoric of abysses

d between human b 4 animals could "

justification is ultimately beside the point. The more interesting ques-
tion i why he would use this Izng\ug of rupres nd byscs when the

and animals strongly contest such language. Heidegger's dmvurw on
abysses and ruptures between human Dasein and animal is. s I showed
in the first chapter, openly aimed at contesting Darwinism and the
cvolutionary theory of his day. Is the same true of Derrida? Is Derrida
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suggesting that biological continuism is fundamentally mistaken? He is
critical (and rightly so. in my estimation) of the sort of biologistc con-

logical perspective. But how far docs this criticism of biologism extend?

difitd

not (and. to be clear, | do no think Derrida s antinaturalist in the way
that, say, Heidegger or Levinas are). how are we to understand the rheto-

tohave>
If Derridas discussions are aimed at a “productive logic” of the sort
that Heidegger pursucs, then the contestation of continuism would
make a certain amount of sense. Perhaps Derrida’s arguments are ul-
timately aimed at reorienting the sciences in the direction of 2 more
subee and refind exhical and omological pesspctive. However, once
in. Derrida’s -
i terms of their ulimane seakes in seation to the sciences, s0 i i -
possible to know for certain what his aims are here. Regardless of his

intentions. 1 think Derrida’s insistence on maintaining and reworking
1d &

Comtemporary thought o this ssue must i seems o me, resoutcly
arity of

begin instead from the perspective that Donna Haraway gives voice to

in her essay “A Cyborg Manifesto™

By the late twentieth century . the boundary between human and
animal is thoroughly breached. The last beachheads of uniquencss
have been polluted if not turned into amusement parks- language.
tool use. social behavior, mental events, nothing really convincingly
settles the separation of human and animal And many people no
longer fecl the need for such a separation

Twill h For the moment, y

o thiak there i any nced to wory,as Derrida secms o that the k...d
of y Haraway (a p d by de-

velopments in both the humanities and tmprlml sciences and that pro-

ceeds from a commitment o both naturalism and ethical and political
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progresivism) leads necessarily o a simplsic. bioogistic continism
i I Viewed in this
light, Derrida’s I d asa solution to 2
false dilemma. We are pmud with only two options: cither we think
of human beings and animals as separated by a single indivisible line
(classical phillsophical discourse) or we cfface the distinction between
human and animal akogether and risk lapsing into a kind of reductive
homogencity (biologistic continuism). His solution to this false di-
lemma s to maintain human-animal differences by refining complicat-
ing, and reworking the human-animal distinction. But there is another
oprion availabe beyond philsophical d...l.m. biologistc contimism.
and Derridas
by Haraway in the last sentence of the above citation: “many pﬂlp\e no
kmgﬂ feelthe need for such a separation ” In bricf, we ould simply s he
o or, at the very least. not insist on maintaining
it Even ifone agrees with Derrida that the task for thought is to attend
to differences tha have becn overlooked and hidden by philosophical
discoure. this docs not mean that ey iffrence and disnction that
nd refined
Might not the challenge for philosophical thought today be to proceed
ahogether without the guardrails of the haman animal distinction and
toinvent a
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