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The Question of the Animal

ON PHILOSOPHY AND ANIMAL STUDIES

The p il primarily bicat i soopeand
was written s a contribution to the emerging interdisciplinary ficd of
animal studies. While there is no widely agreed upon definition of what
precisely 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
tion the question has had in most individual disciplines in the sciences
ophy, for example. ques
tions mnccmms animals arc sypicaly relegated by Anglo American
within the field of
i which s sl comdered i a1 of applicd ethics. Given
tha the field of applied cthics is. in turn. often viewed 1 a minor feld
ph y) asa distraction
and substantial philosophical puuits (ramely,metaphysics and cpiste
‘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 alernative branch of philosophy some-
times referred to as “Continental” or “modern European” philosophy




This approach o philosophy is thzraﬂmnd by. among many other
things. cthic issues.
and it s this “engaged” focus that serves (-mm accurately or not) as
one of the myriad ways of distinguishing Continental philosophy from
its Anglo-American counterpart. It might thus seem 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 arguc that the kinds
of questions and concerns central to animal studics
important for philosophy in gencral and for Continental philosophers
in particular. and | will make these arguments in due course. Another
point that | hope to make in the pages that follow is that several of the
tools. concepes, and theoretical frameworks of Continental philosophy.
despite having their origins in a largely anthropocentric context. can
make a unique contribution to animal studies, and 1 shall have much to
say on this matter, as well First, however, it will be useful to explain in
a bit more detail what | take to be at stake in the field of animal stud-
ies and then explain why | have chosen to use the phrase “the question
of the animal” in the subitle of the book and as an entry point into the
argaments made here

Animal studies, or “human-animal studies™ (as it is sometimes
called), comprises hin the
ial sciences. and bioogica and cognitive scences.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 lic in the
effort 1o 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
multiple theoretical approaches in animal studics, there are at least two.
recurring and structural questions that undergird much of the work be-
ing done in the field. One 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 essentialism in feminism, quecr theory. and race studics. theorists in
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animal studics seck 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 differcnt forms
of animal life. In so doing, they seck to demonstrate that the notion of
animality plays han denotative role in dis

about animals. Although such analysis is often (negatively) associated
with postmodernist versions of “linguisic idealism” i is often found.
in fact. outside the humanities, especially in biological debates over the
nature of species and the construction of taxonomics.' Here. too, one
finds persuasive arguments that the wide variety of beings referred to as
“animal” cannot be reduced to any simple (or even relatively complex)
set of shared characteristics.

I debates over animality threaten to send the concept to its ruin,
discussions over the human-animal distinction would appear to make
good on this threat. In recent years. traditional human-animal distinc-
tions, which posit a radical discontinuity between animals and human
beings. have been relentlessly attacked from maliple (hmtnnul pohn-
cal. and In the
has had the cffect of undermining human-animal d-rl\mamn—s 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 to 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 to constitute hu
manity, when the notion of humanity is undercut, then the concept of
animaliey suffers a similar fate. The effcct of the displacement of the
human-animal distinction is that. today. thought is no longer certain
bow proceed in this 40...;... Should the Human-animal disinction

nes? And if which iy
Or m..u e be bandoned shogether

Throughout the following chapters. I interrogate critically the man
ner in which cach of the major theorists under discussion here secks
cither 1o establish or displace the human-animal distinction. One of
(hr chief "kk.‘ 1 dAfC"d (hn)ug}ml the book is that the human animal

wger and ought n longe 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 llusions that philosophical irumens alone will
Philosophy

y play e
to do justice. in thought and life. o 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 at 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-

couneronce relance wpon thee catgores s surendered cann be

whav ‘we callsnicaale will occur only from widhin the space of this sur

render. I there are any properly philosophical stakes in the ficld of ani-

mal studics. | would argue that they lie preciscly here, in the clearing of
the space for the event of what we call animals.

THE QUESTION OF THE ANIMAL
i the animal”
xmk and this lmmduﬂmn and L should ike 1 exlain my decison 10
doso. First,
FrontTncques Derrk
o his work, both in terms of Derrida's h.w philosophical project and
his writings devoted specifically to animals. Derrida uses this phrase of-
ten throughout his writings on animals. and specifically in regard o his
critical confrontation with Heidegger around this issuc. Thus. in using
the phrase, | am implicitl 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
written about animals in reductive and essentialist terms. Rather than
P e
found among animals, most philosophers have sought instead to deter-
mine what constitutes animality as such, or the being of “The Animal ~
understood in the gencral plural. 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 argues throughout his writings on this topic
that essentialist dis s ar
where only radical heterogeneity can be found. Whether Derrida’s dis-
course s successful in making this argument and whether it provides an
alternative way of thinking about heterogencity among animals are is-
sues | will take up at more length in the chapter devoted to his work
1 will say here, however, that | am in general agreement with his critique
of the essentialism of the philosophical tradition and that this critical
analysis s one of the most important aspects involved in a rigorous pos-
ingof the question of the animal.

“There i alsa an ethical dimension to the question o the animal in

Derrids's work ity “rhical” ke Emmanucl
Levinas’ ing called into question by the face of the
other. i

o
an assumption that 1 share and will try to defend in this book - that the
face of the Other cannot be delimited a priori to the mlm of the hu-
man;or. to repl
might have a facc. which is to say. animals might call upon e obligate
me in ways that I 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 1 am faced and who calls my mode of existence into question
Beyond the sensesinended by Derid.the phras “the question of
the animal” in this book. It
to pose the question o{wmm we know how to think about animals ar
all Are any of our extant discourses--whether they derive from science
o philasophy, from anthropocentric o nonanthropocentric sources
adequate fo describing the rich muliplicity of fe forms and perspec
d s animal”> C
imal rights d of
animals in grounding ethical claims about them; for example, scientific
evidence of minds in crtain animal specics is often invoked to bolster
claims about animals’ subjectivity and moral standing (or. in reverse,
scientific evidence is used o deny moral standing to animals). While
have o general issue wit the wse of sintific and ethical e
1s. and will
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inly Kinds of. hroughou the olk
chapters, I would not want to make the claim that the sciences and
losophy are able to provide us with an exhaustive account of animal life
For nat only are the sciences and philosophy (at least partially) limited
by their igins. but it is als they are un-
able plish on their own the revoluion i hought
that is needed to come o grips with the issues surrounding animal life.
There is no doubr that we need to think unheard-of thoughts about an-
imals. that we need new languages. new artworks, new histories, cven
new sciences and philosophics. The field of animal studics is interdis-
ciplinary precisely for this reason: i is seeking out every available re-
source toaid in the task of working through the question of the animal
Whether extant discourses howeve diers.can accomplis this ask
without a in their underl is
illbe broached f

“The phease “the question of the anisaal s also meant 1o convey that
the issucs raised under this rubric arc fundamentally open questions,
and questions that open onto related philosophical and political con-
cerns. Although this book is focused squarely on ethical. political, and
ontological isstes 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 set of issues that touch more broadly on
the limits of the human. As such. 1 view the question of the animal and
the fields of animal ethics and politics as part of the recent explosion
of new social movements aimed at radicalizing left-wing politics in its
teaditional liberal, humanist form. Whercas pro-animal discourse is
often presented as an extension and decpening of liberal humanism.
1 attempt to recast this discourse as a direct challene to liberal human-
ism and the metaphysical anthropocentrism that underlics it. In mak-
am explicitly aligning myself and theorists in animal

; ‘ n h

e fibers], oach to politics

THE POLITICS OF ANTHROPOCENTRISM

There has been considerable discussion of late among radical political
and cultural theorists about the fragmentation of the left and how best
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to navigate the troubled political terrain this division has cngendered.
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 ofdentitypolicics. 1 wil explain shortly
how I am trying
fect, but before doing so. | shouldsa) that I do believe much of contem-

porary animal rights discourse and politics is in fact another form of
identity politics or 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 tha identity in the political and legal arcna

It precisely in these forums that the interests of animals compete for
autenion with the inerests of ndividuals represened by various oxher
kinds of identity-based movements. I h d deaths of
animals figure minimally if at all. within much of current political and
legal debatcs, | am certainly inclined to support the efforts by animal
ights 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
docs it make the claims of animal righs discourse appear as a kind of
distince politics unrelated to other progressive, lefist issues, but it also
procceds on a sct of assumptions about what constitutes the proper
scope of “animality” and wha the “interess” of animals are —both of

thich ar highly ¥

discourse labors under the tacit (and contentious) assumption that the
fundamental channcls of change regarding animals arc to be found in
existing legal and political institutions

by two rather

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 progressive causes and leads 10 a kind

A i 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 slationism havebeen flt culy
both withi

wlznmy

by many progressise leftsts, who often see animal rights cither 25 3 po.

ltical ssue of sccondary (o tertiary) importance or 3 merely 3 uxury
ammal th

and d in a number of

ather questionable and sometimes pnlnm.ll) egrive and conser:

The other difficulty faced by animal e e o st

po y
aopscsrc constesines e wodk b polm(al and legal instirutions and
how animal rights discourse ends up acceding to and lrprudu(mg the

hat found and sustain s, it is not just
the case that animal rights discourse is overtly comrrlmed to adopt the
strategies of identity plitcs (as we have just seen). it is also more sub-
iy animal

anthropocentic norns nd e This problem can be scen clealy i
varions pects of sl sigesthoey sod actviem. f e ookt the
feld exampl. itis.

rights philosophy rxpmkd by Tom Regan secks 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-if. thati.subjeces with personsl preferences. e
sires, and While this

iy pekage hold for members of el aniona sprics, Regan ackoowl-
edges thar scope of animal subjectivity is quite nacrow and is probably
not to be found among many beings thar 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, or
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 i
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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 least, 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
wihinthesope of gal and plkical coniderion. I b, 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 prolifration 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
is 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 exlusion.

d s 1o struggle on
behalf of the universal and expose as false any purported universalism
that s not inclusive

The problem with this “colution” to the proliferation of identity-
based political movements and left hegemony i that it remains, at bot-
tom, anthropocentric. The univeraland that which i sbjectfom the
universal is al in these debates s
revolving around the human 'ﬂw abject here are those human beings

INTRODUCTION. THE QUESTION OF THE ANINAL &



who have been prejudicially excluded from the realm of the universal,
and the concern for the abiect and the universal never extends beyond a
simple and rather uncritical anthropocentrism. There is in these argu-

el analysis of how the fu (Balsely) 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 ethica focms, n  state that
is truly and perfectly empty —and 1 will indeed make this argament in sub-
sequent chapters. But the leap from a humanist. anthropocentric (and
falscly empry) universal to.a truly empty. nonanthropocentric one is not
0 be achicved 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 i. It i also important
10 understand that the contemporary debates surrounding difference-
based idenity politcsand universalism take lace within the same an-
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).
and have sought to develop a thought of politics and relation that s pre-
subjective and postmetaphysical. The argument that | am making herc
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 humn locus of this
foundation-and this point nceds to be explicitly recognized and con
tested as such. Unless and unil this shift in thought takes place, post-
humanist thought will end up undermining its aims and becoming yet
oF d sub
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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 is the unfolding of related notions of subjectivity. 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-cxposure 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 founding

d i teadition. Derrida’s critical analy-
sis of subjectivity. with which the phrases “metaphysics of subjectivity™
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 irredacibly 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 it i founded on the forgerting

b p iy 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
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and self identity concomitant with metaphysical notions of subjectivity.

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

butisalmost always  human subject. and metaphysics s founded just 25
i not more so, d

of subjectivity.

In fact.itis precisely this implici anthropocentrism that leads me to
take a critical distance here from most of the current postphenomeno-
ogical (for example. Levinas) and nco-Marxist and neo-Lacanian (for
example. Slavoj Zizek 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 Ziek.

Levinas, and Badiou argue that the concept of subjectivity is not fully
rih s o
hics d politic izek 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 itself 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 subjectiv-
ity has the potential to be used as a radical ethical and political concept
The subject 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 wbjectivity
And yet. cven .r ihis concep of subjectivey functions n postph-
ameans

of her th. ysical bumanism, it s ot at
all clear that it ope hing other than ihropo.

centrism. When these theorists speak of the subject as being called into
being as a response to an cvent of some sort. it is always a human subject

13 INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTION OF THE ANINAL



that is being described. and it is always an anthropogenic cvent that gives
rie 0 the human subject. There are never in these texts any animal or
han there are subje

that proceed from nonhuman life. At best, animals and other non-
human forms of life are figured as beings who might “intriguc 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. 2
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 Continental philosophy. and that the work of
thinkers like Derrida and Gilles Delcuze can be used to expose these
blind oa and aid in the proces of chalenging and moving beyond
them in Continen-
tal phil lo-opm concerns the possible limitations of thinkers like Derrida
and Deleuze for radical politics and how their eritique of subjectivity
purportedly leads to a political dead end. What | 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. to a lesser extent, Agamben) hae 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 is essential that the signposts to-
ward a nonanthropocentric or eritically anthropocentric thought that
Derrida, Deleuze, and related thinkers have opened 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. 1o summarize briefly the main points of cach
chapter. The first chapter, “Metaphysical Anthropocentrism” looks at

INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTION OF THE ANINAL 13



Martin Heidegger's discourse on animals and animality. | argue that
despite d up by
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 ethics and politics. | 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 distinction on both a political and ontological level
and discuss the criical promise and difficultics associated with such 3
project. In the fourth and final chapter. “The Passion of the Animal.”
T turn to the work of Jacques Derrida, who, as | 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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Metaphysical Anthropocentrism
Heidegger

INTRODUCTION

For our task of examining 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 set the agenda for
numerous arcas of research in Continental thought, and his influence

Y
approaches to philosophy is immeasurable. For issucs 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 times, harshly critical. It is my contention that his work has served
primarily to marginalize the animal question in contemporary 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.
As critical as my reading will be,it should be evident that the questions
and theses pursued in presenting my position are fundamentlly in-
debred to the horizon of thought opencd up by Heidegger. In  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 simultaneously 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 early texts on animals, specifically his
magnum opus Being and Time' Discussion of animals is. 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 Dasein, 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,
we find in Heidegger's discussion of Zuhandewhet in part 1. chapter 3,
a brief di of the role that animal skins play ls that are
“reflrred” to in the production of leather shoes. These skins are “taken
from animals, which someone else has raised.” as Heidegger notes (and.
it should be remarked. the skins are taken from animals that someone
afac that Hei And yet, 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 seem to be encountering beings that are something
more than human artifacts. Animals are not fully reducible to the sta-
tus of human creations but rather are beings that “produce themselves ™
However, this unique manner of animal existence is quickly set aside by
Heidegger, and its implications for understanding the respective differ-
ences between human and animal modes of Being (differences that. as
1 shall discuss momentarily, lie at the very heart of the existential ana-
Iytic of Dasein) are not purs
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 Dasein’s specific modality of finitude ¢ Here Heidegger explains
that, starting from the viewpoint of the life sciences, Dasein's death can
be studied in precisely the same ways that one might study an animals
death. In doing so. one could analyze the cause of Dascin's death, its




longevity. propagation. and so forth. But such an analysis would miss the
ontological characteristics specific to human Dascin's fnitude. which
i to say. the unique manner in which Dasein dies (or, more strictly in
Heidegger's terms. demsscd) 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 " . i e 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

:II clear lhal the discussion ofammzl mula 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 Dascin as the focal entity in the posing of the Seinfrage
itis clear that the only charitable way to read Heidegger's brief discus-

i Tine 5253

ontok
o and contingent upon a genuine engagemen with the Sengige. Even
Heidegger's extensive existential analytic of Dasein should be scen as

y
with the posing of the Scingfrage in mind. Consequently. 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 does 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 ife (which presumably includes both plant and
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anima forms) and argues tha 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 1 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
deml s outside the scope of that particular text
is importa Heidegger' 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 for 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-
tal 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,
Heideggeeoffrs a engohy and inicte analysis in isecture cours of
1920 and 1930,
the complicated relationship between science and po-.umm 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 to develop a more reciprocal and mutually informing
relationship between the sciences and philosophy. Heidegger envisions
amature form of “communal cooperation” (FCM. 190) between the sci-

ences and philosophy. where the diffcrent modes wfmq-um arc engaged

as they
show thesslve in e of thesmaches, As sach,the s of thelecue
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 shy
animals,chie 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 bx ori-
entation idegger here sces himself
of a debate within the sclences ove the natare of lifc 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 life 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
rom hen they try o
wihin the scope of their disiplne. This so-caled biologstc 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 second 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-
tic focus, Heidegger gives scrious attention to a phenomenological and
metaphysical analysis of the Being of animals. and tries to do so on the
animal’sown 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 canno. 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 there s a siaightforward discnction o be drawn be
tween human b o between living b
beings. Farthermore, he poscs o gusion the proper means of gecting
at the Being and world relations characteristic of nonhuman entitics.
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 a broader and ple nd
entvis sailsble 0 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.

uch hierarchical thed

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

Heidegger finds these dominant ideas about animals suspect. first of
all, that they are empirically false. y ways.
various specics of animals have cxtremely complex and rich relations to
other beings in their environment —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 dog’s sense of smell). But he also
rejects this degree-of-difference manner of making comparisons and
distinctions because it presupposcs that human-world relations and
animal-world relations can. in fact. be compared in terms of shared
similarities and dissimilarities. Srictly speaking, Heidegger's compara-
tive examination is meant to highlight the abysal differences between
human and animal relations to world. There is no difference in degree
or quantitybetwen human and animal, u«uw. insists, bu rcher a
kind,and this diff kind is meant d
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
arupture that is urterly untraversable. In this sense, the animal's world
can never be compared with the human world. only fo the human world
(and vice versa). In insisting on ruptures and abysses. Heidegger is also
clearly secking to distance himself from any attempt to reduce the Be-
ing of human Dasein to biological (ic.. Darwinian) terms. Whatever
usefulness a Darwinian analysis of human nature might have from
ascientific perspective or for scientific purposes. such an analysis would
only miss the specific nature of human Dasein inasmuch as it secks to
understand human beings in terms that are drawn from animal life and
the rest of the natural world. Heidegger's aim, then. i 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
bo d thi h d fr T n
psychology but rather *by taking a look at animality itsclf™ (FCM. 195)
and by finding out what being “poor in world” means on animaliry’s
own terms.

It is 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 10 examine the specific mode of Being of animals and their spe-
cific world relations o ther own terms is. when viewed in contrast with
much of the previous philosophical tradition, a remarkably progressive
and important advance. All 100 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.
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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 rwungys is
itsclf one of the most classical 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

dbedogw i3 mever raised for o
Even if we are convinced by Heidegger that hmrd!i(al versions of
the b ply
et sl neint sk o har e sl e
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 lfe is definitive and sbyssl. 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. animal life. 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 that a sharp di 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
10 know if empirical evidence confirms the distinctions and concepts
he is proposing and also whether the concepts are productive in the ac-
cumlation 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 itsclf” 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 to 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 identificd with material entitics such as stones: reduc-
tionist-style scientific 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 as
the world relations of human and animal are. 1f “world” means some-
thinglike 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
acces 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 to ts sources
of nourishment, is prey. its enemies 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 differcnce of degree of having-world
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Even if the animal has a relation with and access to 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 as such, that
is.to the Being of an cntity. Only human Dascin s capable of relating
t0 beings as beings-—a tree as a tree. a dog s 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 h that th lack
artributed to animals is not an anthropocentric projection but rather
cmerges out of a careful analysis of animaity inslf. He arcives at this
conclusion through ion of the possibility of
cally “transposing” oneself into another animal. by which he means go-
ing along with anocher animal n the specific manner in which i lves
“The aim of not
rather to go along with it in its unique mode of 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 lk'lng with i one of the eienilie of human Dasein). we ar always

elease

0 some cxzen,from thir perspective welve in view of and alongide
other animals. They form part of our world. and we form part of their
world. But what kind of “world.” precisely. 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. . they serve the house in a certain sense. Yet
they do not belong to the house in the way in which the roof belongs
10 the house as prosection against storms. We keep domestic pets
in the house with s they ‘e with us But we do not live with them
f living means. being in an animal kind of way. Yet we are with them
nonetheless. But this being-with s not an exising with, because a dog.
does not exist but merely lives. Through this being with animals we
enable them to move within our world. We say that the dog is lying.
underneath the table or is running up the stairs and 5o on. Yet when

METAPHYSICAL ANTHROPOCENTRISN. MEIDEGGER 35



we consider the dog itself ~docs it comport itself toward the table as
table, toward the stair as stairs? All the same. it does go up the stairs
with us_ It feeds with us-—and yet, we do not really ‘feed: It cats with
us-—and yet, it does not really eat’ Nevertheless, it is with us! A going
along with .. 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 s ulti-
matcly limited by the fact that the Bengof animals is simply and funda-
mentally different from the Being of human Dascin—so much so that
entirely different terms should be used in describing what might appear
to be identical activities (human Dasein exists, the animal mercly lives.
human Dascin cats. the animal mercly 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 access
o the Beingof beings n their environment

But,surely. ible. O Litis notatall
dear Iwaysal hee animal
The ch
lematic because e i preciscly domestic anima 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 possibility and extent of transposition varies with the
gisen “species” of animal and the individual animal under discussion. To
draw any general conclusions about “animality” or the world relation of
animals per se based on the example of domestic animals is. t say the
least, a questionable way of proceeding. Likewise, to reverse the proce-
dure and suggest that the example of a 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
outsct of the investigation of the world rclations of animals tha all be-
ings labeled “animal® dulr some essential relational umﬂmr at (he
very least. this
tion and b useful for Farther scienifc investgation. Given Hndcwr s
remarks about the “communal cooperation” that should ideally oc-
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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 o make
the world relations of animals 4 such when such struc-
tures have yet to be investigated empirically in most animal species? Is
Hedgger draving his conl d

pe d charitabl 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. indecd
abyssal 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 spe
cies and individual animals should give us pause in attempting to draw
any hasty conclusions about animals as such or about any differences
shat mighe b drewn beween basoan biogs nd anioals. Iodeol. we
‘might—for this cannot f
ination to the conclusion that the p!wmmmhgxll 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
10 be quite *rich” in world formation

Heic ., or at lea:

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 relation 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 delimiting 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
putas

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

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

cager e
his own later ity ide s di ions of animalit
after pusef gly 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 i y itical.
ay imals. Second, his attempt

towork thooushih Fanivual scbat
1 . dog-
matic anthropocentrism. Even though Heidegger fals to carry through
on this task, his phil i Jakob von

Uexkilll 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 not simply because Heidegger's analysis of animal Being is
one-dimensional in its focus on world relations. Rather, it is primarily
b dered, e, a presing task
Nearly all of Heidegger's remarks on animals in his early 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
chief 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 new lines, it willbe this imit
that must be called into question

There arc, 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, argue that if thought is a thought of the cvent, and
that if a renewal of animal ethics has its origins in such an event, then
itis only by way of a recovery of one's Dascin that a rethinking of ani
malcthicscould ever take place. Assuch. Hcaﬁwrulmghmfhumn

W aciuaby ihe cond

thought and ethico-political practice I am :r;umg for i this book or.
o put thi
that Hekdeggee's path of thoughe i whet cleas the wey for a renewal of
thought and practice involving animals (and other nonhuman beings).
one that proceeds from the event of cncountering other animals. And
this kind of event of other animals is possible only in and through the
appropriation of onc’s singular “sitc” of expropriation. that is by being
one’s own Dascin. Heidegger's preponderant focus on human Dasein
is. from this perspective. not anthropocentric. but Dasein-centric and.
as such, cvent-centric. At stake for Heidegger is not human chauinism
but maintaining the unique ck-static, event-al structure characteristic
of the Dasein within the human *

What can be said of this kind of defcnse of Heidegger? | would sug-
gest that even if one concedes that Heidegger is not simply 3 human
chauvinist and could actually be read as clearing the way for 3 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
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suspect. The problem here is not that Heidegger places a higher value
on human beings than animals: he is deeply 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 distinetion berween human
beings and animals even necds to be drawn. The firs thesis about the
precise content of the human-animal distinction can be contested on
various grounds. and this is something to which I wil return in my ex-
amination of Heidegger and of others authors in the following chapers.
Heidegger's attempt to draw the distinction in terms of human ex-po-
sure (Da-scin, 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 sections of this chapter. | will examine later writings by
Heidegger where he draws and redraws the human-animal distinction
over and against efforts o efface the distinetion and create a kind of
human-animal homogeneity: | have suggested thus far that Heidegger's
while .

¥ i y
challenges the ontotheological tradition. But beyond this criticism. the
second thesis that guides Heidegger's thought—the thesis that a dis-
tinction between human beings and animals is necded and should be
elaborated —is the more subtle aspect of his thought that ties (irreduc-
il I shall are)bis work 10 the antbeclogicl tndivion. That

de and that it should form
akind of guideline for -hnuglu are metaphysical assumptions that guide
Heidegger's discourse ~and these assumptions are decply questionable.
To be sure, such assumptions govern so many discourses and institu-
tions today that 1o call them into question isto face ridicule and charges
of bsurdity. What could be mre obvious than the notion tht thre is 3
19> 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
oching odey i les obvious. Whether thee s a salent way o draw a
d whether this should
evenbea ta i h
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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 that there is an abyss that scparates human existence from animal
life is, then, but one plank in the development of a morc gencral funda-

mental onrological thought nfl’n‘ ssence of the human and what gies
rise to Being in hy
ceding, surrounding, and [ollmwu\g Heldeggees cfforts o realse this
thought within the context of the university are well known. and |
ot rehearse the details here” What I would like to examine in this sec-
tion, rather, Heidegger's di ity after
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 0 in view
of at least two major critical theses. First, he sought to free Nictzsche
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 to distance himself). sccond. he aimed to demonstrate that
Nictzsche's thinking, despite its apparent iconoclasm, remained firmly
within thy the orbit of Western

T fac. it is by making the scond argument.that Nictzsche's chink-

il dconclusion.. that Heideggel
thar Tha biolog
“life” 4 d aihil

ics and ethics is. according to Heidegger's reading, not to be taken as the
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utimate stake of Nietzsche's thought. This language i to be understood
" he's philosophy, and

itis only by penetrating beneath this rhetorical surface layer, Heidegger
argues, that we can catch sight of Nictzsche's inner relationship to and
complicity with the metaphysical tradition that precedes him.

What, then, ties Nietzsche to the metaphysical tradition on Heideg-
ger's reading? It is in Nictzsche's concept of will to power that the link is
o 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 to power
is transformed into an “absolute,” domincering mode of subjectivity.
one directly tied to and emanating from the human animal's *body”
and “drives and affccts ™" In line with all postclassical philosophical
thought. the human subject is determined by Nictzsche s being an ani-
mal ationale. OF course. Nietzsche differs from the philosophical tradi-
tion that precedes him inasmuch as the tradition has tended prioritize
and absolutize the ratonalist aspects of the animal rationale. Indecd. 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.

Nictzsche thinks the “same” thought as the dominant metaphysical tra-
dition: the human is nothing other than an animal ationale. His reversal
of the privileging of rationality over animality does nothing to displace
the tradition that precedes him but only reinforces its guiding thought
and framework. placing the accent on human animality and downplay-
ing or criticizing human rationality. It is in this sensc that Nictesche'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 s animl ratonsle is simply the exhaustion
of the possibilitics offcred by the metaphysical tradition. The reversal
docs not provide us an alternative understanding of the human but sim-
ply inverts the classical metaphysical definition - or so Heidegger would
have us believe:

1 want 10 suggest that Nietzsche's reversal of classically metaphysical
ideas about animals is more 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 belicves that the
guiding thread of metaphysics s to be found in the determination and
unfolding of  cercain conception ofsjecivky that e reads Nietsche
in the that he docs, that is. as lead; I of the
metaphysical tradition. But what if te. or one of the. guiding threads of
Western metaphysics is not just a specific determination of subjectivity
but rather humaen subjectivity, or anthropocentrism, as such? If we were to
read Heidegger from this angle. then his efforts o 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-
tivity that flows from out of this ground. And if we read Nictzsche from
thi same ange hen pehap his concept of will 0 poweeand his e-
versal of and human ch:

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 aliernative reading of Nietzsche. somewhat
obliquely but proftably. through Heidegger's analysis of Rilke in his
lecture course of 1942 and 19.43.* 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
will provide the context for d»rmmmrann‘ the manner in which 1 be
lieve Ni ’s i whnle at xht

project. Furthermore, Rilke’s wel-known reveral of human chaunin
ism il llow us ancthe means of spproaching the e of wheber
just anot
constitutes rhc apening 0 postanthropocenric thoughtof anmals,
Heidegger's reading of Rilke and Nictzsche in the Parmenides lec-

ture course occurs toward the very end of the lectures, following an cx
tended angument concerning the development of the concept of truth
from its incepion in carly Greek thought up through s 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
(elerheia, 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 pamcu.br 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 frec exit

What is 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 equated with
what *is” with beings, whereas Heidegger's 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 cmeges 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
according to Heidegger. mere expressions of a biologistic and pscyho-
logistic metaphysics that s grounded on a “complete oblivion of Being™
(P.152). And it is because of this oblivion that modern metaphysics and
Rilke's poctic expression of it are ignorant of “alllaws of Being” (P, 152).
the most basic of which concerns the inextricable relation between 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 profoundly the relation be Being and beings.
 eltion tht canoccur and be aised fo thought onlythrough human
the open. T q  this confu-

sion and reveral of the emence of human asd animal, Heldegger sug-
gests, is “an uncanny hominization of the ‘creature. i, the animal, and
a corresponding animalization of man” (. 152).

What Heidegger means by the “uncanny” hominization of the ani-
mal and animalization of the human can be better understood if we re-
call his characterization of the devlopment of Western metaphysics as
a scrics of detcrminations of human subjectivity in which the human is
figured as an animal rationale. Rilke's privileging of the animal with re-
gard 10 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 elegy. Rilke portrays ra-
tionality and human consciousncss as flawed means of accessing what
is. Human knowledge “mirrors” and “arranges” what is but is never able
to see the open in an unmediated manner, a “capacity” that s unique
o animals. It is in this sense that the ir- or a-rational animal is “supe
rior” to the rational human animal of Western metaphysics in Rilke’s
clegies. The animal takes on human characteristics and gains human
privilege (the animal becomes the being with privileged access to what
i) while the human is 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 a radical reversal of the tradi-
tion is in fact decply indebted 10 and rooted in that very tradition. In
other words, just as with Nietzsche, Rilke’s poetry is but another symp-
tom of the end of metaphysics rather than a postmetaphysical mode of
thought




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 unigue esence of animality. In fact.
viewing the animal as being without logos or rationality. whether this
is 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

imal and und animali

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
constantly
imals against what he considers to be uniquely human capacities. In do-
ing s0. Heidegger hopes to highlight the essential differences between
human beings and animals and to show that the comparisons that we
typically make between humans and animals and the similarities we
notice are not. in fact. similaritics 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 more deeply. As we have seen.
he goes so far as to speak of an “abyss™

and animals that cannot be crossed. The question for the defenders of
Heidegaee'sapproach thus becomes: How does this thetoric of sbysal

diffe o 1

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

the notion that human bings and annmalsare cxentially 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 direction for scicntific,
philosophical. and ethico-political research in this area than that pro-
vided b the scences Fllowing Heidegger' approach secms ven mre

realize that
me aman-animal distinction in evoletionary theoey and i cined

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

sciences
1f any science has been forced to have a thoughtful cncounter with its
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 involsed in mounting a challenge to anthropo-
centric thinking and the role that poetry. art, and alternative modes of
thinking might play in this task. Almost all liberatory and revolutionary
‘movements of recent times ~and the movement that sceks to displace
anthropocentrism s just such a movement risk this initial gesture of
hicrarchical m\eml of binary disincrons. When a group of beings
ly de- across asub-
stantal time span, one of the very few ways wdulltngt such conceprual
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i higher value

llnn the beings to which they were negatively compared. The pitfalls
of such “strategic essentialism” are well known, but the value of these
kinds of serategic 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 Nietzsche's privileging of animal experience and

i ? in many respects, does have
the effect of raising for thought the possibility that we have profoundly
‘misunderstood animal experience and have viewed animals through
a reductive, neo-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 Immalunu of this kind of Rilkean and Nietzschean
approach from & genuinely nonanthropocentric perspective. The Heideggerian
critique of Rilke and Nietzsche proceeds less from a nonanthropocen-
tric perspective and more from a deep anxiety over the crossing and
blurring of boundaries between human and animal and a desire o sal-
vage the unique essence and relational structure proper to human Da-
sein. Although Heidegger pays lip service to respect for the alterity of
animal life, his work does not demonstrate any abiding concern to de-
termine with any rigor the Being of animals or o analyae the ethico-
political ity Animals
and animality almost always appear in Hndewu texts as foils for a
positive understanding of human essence and almost never as concepts
and life forms 1o be understood on their own terms. And it is 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 Nictzsche and the biological sciences) is found in
the underlying umuky‘xal commitmens of Heidegger' discourse, s-
pecially hi I hile h e diffcrent from

in contemporary identity politics, he does share with these a kind of se-
mantic and ontological realism that involves making sharp distinctions
among different beings. And it is difficult to discern what evidence

e logical i herell i et

ontological determinations about the essence of various beings. espe-
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ciallyinthe insance of rying o dmmguuh berween human beings and
animals.
Heideggerclaims to think fmm and in cooperation with evidence from

the sciences, b

P
de his though

por

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 boundaries between human and animal in
contemporary scientific.literary. and philosophical culture. This anxi-

i . ted fing of R
in the Parmenides lectures. In explaining that Rilke's use of the term
“creature” in the Duino Elegies should be understood as referring solely
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, legs, is preciscly the limitation
that makes man less potent than the animal. Arc we then supposed to
turn into ‘animals’>” (P, 154 n.1). Even if Rilke's poetic discourse on an-
imals were meant to urge human beings toward this posibility (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 theie ~h.ym
faculties? One gets the sense that Heidegger believes that the recov-
ery of human essence and the uniquely human capacities that emerge
from this escnce are hings that ncd 1o be sy and reverendy
guarded. Is this not furth
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 Lies in a Nonmoral Sense”

In some remote corner of the universe. poured out and glittering in
y a ani-
mals invented knowledge. That was the haughticst and most menda
cious minute of “world history” - yet only a minute. After nature had
drawn a few breaths the star grew cold. and the clever animals had
todie.
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 life. 1t is human, rather, and only its owner
and producer gives it such importance, a fthe 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 at 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 scrves as the opening onto a larger set of
queumm that concern the expansion of(huughl and possibilities of liv-
d i

Nictasche gives explce voce to wh posnbllmes in book 5 of The
Gay Science in a passage entitled “Our new ‘infinite” To be sure, as this
passage demonstrates, Nictzsche is eritical of the possibility of actually
moving wl.ou, beyond an anthropocentric epistemelogical perspective
. He insists that we

~canio ook s oer own cormer: i d hopelea curiadey hat wanes
of intellect

which i 1o say that full and genuine access to whatever other-than-

human perspectives there might be is forever forbidden to human be-

ings. But this impossibility does not lead Nietzsche to conclude, in line

with metaphysical anthropocentrism, that the human perspective is the only
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. Rather, he argues that the hasty conclusion of meta-
physical anthropocentrism betrays a dogmatic and immodest attitude.
Nietzsche writes:

1 should think tha today we are at least far from the ridiculous im-
modesty that would be involved in decrecing from our corner that
perspectives are permitted only from this corner. Rather has the
workd become “infinite” for us all over again. inasmuch as we cannot
reject the possibility that it mey inclde infinite interpretations. Once more
we are scized by a great shudder.

The “shudder” Nictzsche writes of here s the result of glimpsing the
abyss opened up by recognition of the perspectival character of human
knowledge and the concomitant awarencss of the limits and ends of an-
both epi and Elsewhere,
he argues that the ultimate ground of human nihilism 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).
Nietzsche's thought secks to mark clearly the limits of the humanist
metaphysical schema. And in distinction from Heidegger, Nictzsche
clearly recognizes the conjunction between humanism, anthropocen-
trism. and nihilism. and understands that the most promising means
¥ cnseantog il st ol i
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
Deleuze and Felix Guattari. Following Nictzsche’s lead. and extending
I d poetic d I 5

view becoming-animal as a necessary moment in the displacement of
‘metaphysical humanism and anthropocentrism. They contrast an onto

logical and cpistemalogical standpoint anchored in human subjectivity
(“being-perceptible”) with the multiple and varied perspectives of non-
and inhuman others (*becoming impereeptible”), and they argue that
anthropocentrism is effectively challenged only in encountcring and
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thinking from oxbe-chan-human pespectives. Like Nicache. De-
leuze and G 8

being an animal land

ot & matter, s Heidegger scems 1o think i the ease with Rilke and
Nietzsche, of imitating or identifying with animals. Rather, it is 2 mat-
ter of being transformed by an encounter with nonhuman perspectives
Becoming-animal s thus better understood in terms of symbiosis, f-
fect. alliance. and contagion between beings that arc usually identificd
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
appm:dwd in familiar, amhmpomofphxl:m; Deleuze and Guattari

imary lines. the first two
o waich e :nlhn:pmphx and  third tha disrupts human con-
ceptualization: first. as familiar. individual animals who “belong” to us.
what they call “Ocdipal animals”. sccond. as beings with characteristics
that can be studicd in order to uncover “structures” and “models.” or
*“State animals”; and third. s *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
can be applied. they argue. to any animal. cven those animals with which
we scem to be most familiar (‘even the cat, even the dog). It i the de
monic animals that intercst 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
hat make propricey impossbe by entering o conjuction with sch
animal-becominy nd
on 2 path or “line of Aight” leading away from human subjectivity and
human perspectives toward becoming-imperceptible

But whar, preciscly, drives human beings to enter into these “assem-
blages” with demonic animals? Deleuze and Guattari speak of  *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 pers the discourses on animality we find in such thinkers
as Rilke and Nictzsche (and, for Deleuze and Guattari, Franz Kafka
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would be an important figure t0 add to this st as welly* are not to be
understood as
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 . 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
whao 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:mhrvpu
centrism. Thus, with d Plato, wh
the essence of truth; there is also a shift in the ground nfplnlumphy as
uch t

This coincidence between the establishment of metaphysics and
anthropocentrism is noted by Heidegger most explicitly in his cssay
“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 | will take up at length below), in *Pla-
t0's Doctrine of Truth” Heidegger understands humanism broadly to
imvolve both anda more ge
We are told that th i m:physm
Plato and s devek
s tha miove the a1 s cemralplace s begs™
and that what i at stake n his metaphyscal project s t0take buman
ind lead them to theis y through the shaping of their moral
bd\:\'nyr reason, civic sense, and so on. Although the accent is placed on
different aspects of this project depending on which version of human-
s is under discussion (Roman, Christian, Marxist, existentialist. and
50 on). 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 "

Tt might be thought. then. that Heidegger's subsequent critical en-
gagement with metaphysical humanism would require a thorough sort-
ing through of anthropocentrism and its effects. But Heidegger's most
extended treatment of metaphysical humanism, his much-discussed
“Letter on *Humanism,* seems to abandon the critical analysis of an-
thropocentrism altogether —or so | shall arguc in what follows.

As those readers familiar with the “Letter on “Humanism™ will re-
call, Heidegger traccs the concept of humanites back 1o the age of the
Roman Republic. in which homo humanus was opposed to homo herbaras.
He tells us that homo kumanus is the name given to Romans who embod-
ied the paides of the Greeks of the Hellenistic age. Humanits,the Roman
translation of the Greck paidels. came to mean scholarship and training
in good conduct. Now. subsequent versions of humanism (from Ren-
aissance humanism. to cightecnth-century German humanism, to the
versions we find in Marx and, more recently. in Sartre) differ signifi-
cantly in the respective modes in which they actualize this humanites, but
there i, in fact, a common core to all manifcstations of humanism on
Heideggers reading Whereasin- Plao's Doctrine of Truth. Heidegger
sought to link h reference to their
determined revolving around the human being” here in the “Letter” he
suggests that a certain determination of Being as such is at the core of
humanism. Thus. humanism in the “Letter” is scen as an effort to de-
fine “man” in view of “an already established interpretation of natus
history, world, and the ground of world. that is of beings as a whole ™
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For Heidegger, it is this precstablished interpretation of the Being of
beings as a whole that typifies all previous humzmmua:bnn‘-’lqip
cal. Andit the truth of

the question of the cond f ")m
both metaphysics and humanism s‘mnlun«nnh that Heidegger aims
to 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 rationale. Heidegger finds this deter-
‘mination questionable in several respects. To begin with, animal raton
ale is not simply a translation of the Greek definition of man. z00m logon
echon (the animal having discourse or language), but a metaphysical inter-
preation of this definition in which ratio is problematically substituted
for loges. According to Heidegger, not only do ratio and logos denote two
distinct “capacities”, but the names themselves spring from a radically
different relation to the Being of beings. By contrast with the Greek
ogos, the various definitions of ratio (as reason. a faculty of principles or
categories, and so on) already presuppose and arise from within a cer-
tain preestablished interpretation of the Being of beings, thercby cover-
ing over the question of the truth of Being. that is. the question of how
Being is given to the human and the essential cobelonging of Being and
human beings. The same goes for the animal of the Latin animal rationale
which, according to Heidegger. is always interpreted by humanism in
terms of a predetermined conception of the Being of animality. When
MHeidegger criticizes humamsm fw eing metaphysical in the “Lerter”
itis these " g
addressed.

But beyond this delimitation of the common ground of human-
ism and metaphysics, there is something else 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 animal rarionale
Heidegger's point here is that not only is metaphysics guilty of failing
to raise the question of Being regarding rario and animalitas, it i also at
fault for thinking man more on the basis of anfmalitas than his humanitas.
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He wonders if thi:

essential to man:

is the most effective means of uncovering what is
finally remains to ask whether the cssence of the
human being primordially and most decisively lies in the dimension of
animalias at al” (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 it> This is mb.olw.,m proceeds. and in
5o doing, i
bcings Ultmately, however. the biologsric 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
nrhﬂ lmng being. v ibundon” st e 1 the sl o s

) man
is c:msldﬂzd a-rfmm from the animal on the basis urm essential
attribute. 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 s 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
shows.only the human being i der Mewchalin ] aived t the des-
tinyof k. " (LH, 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' estoration of man'sessence and digniy is. | would
suggest, as much a
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 is 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 enimalits. According to Heidegger, however.
the human body and the animal body, despite certain anatomical and

physiologica similaities.ae differnt in ssece. “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 essece of the human
being has been properly explained. For this to come about, the human

y
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 o bings in heir Being, Because whatis ssential 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 secks as well as to avoid the metaphysi-
cal baggage that accompanies the concept of existentia, which significs
actuality in contrast to possibility. esentie. 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 th What Heidegger is de

with apparent certainty is that unlike human beings. living creatures
(his examples are plants and animals. the stone being his cxample of 2
nonliving being) do not cksist. It is at this point that we can begin to see
more clearly the stakes involved in the “Letter” If ek-sistence is proper
to the human alone, then it follows that no being other than the human
can have a share in it specially those beings we suspect of being the most
akin 1o us. Heidegger's essentialist logic secks to make clean, decisive

possibility

i asthey
b and within bei b stand
ir being O
ably the most difficult to think about are living creatures [Lebe- -m]
because on the one hand they are in a certain way most closely akin
« ill speaks few lines Iater o . i

Kinship with the beast”), and on the other they are at the same
separated from our ek-sistent essence by an abyss. (LH. 248)

Uhtimately, then, not only are “living creatures” different from “us.”
they are different in their essence. so essentially different that a gulf
opens upw-dn nough o be labeled an“abyss This s ot the onlytime
insist on an abyss be
hat merely live + But why cmploy this yperbalic rhmmc of abysses
and essential differences>
On the surface of the text. it is 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 rationale 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
im. what could be called (following David Krell) a“hyperhumanism™

& i




T hu-

1d e digaiey To
that cxent th thinking in B nd Time i sgsive humanism. But
an that such think Af agai

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 (L. 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 to recall the essential finitude of the human being, man's
beingthrown by of he may 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
to 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 beingsfrom anocher (gender racecas ). inds s
pl But it doc:
adlong a bl from animal. Reading
Hndqgcrs thought from the pespective ofthe question of the animal
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bl d to track the h
undulu: Heidegger'thetoric ofabysses and essential diferences
further, we find that th
,...ml 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
a5 zoon logon echon, the animal having language. By interpreting the logos
as ratio, metaphysical humanism misses the essential role that language
plays in being-h Ast d earli y Rt»dk;gl
taphysi
ol ierpretaion of t, one in which a groundles experience of ae s
substituted for a more primordial expericnce 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 to, man's
animal existence. To understand man's proper relation 1o language.
Heidegger argues that we must begin from man's humaias and ot his
animal nature, peaking, do not 2
“Animals lack man's specifi relation o langusge. sccording 1o
Hicidegger, bcause they ack “world * Workd here docs ot simply mean
“nature” or the

“World" th "
supposes the capaciy for ek ssence, fo standin i the clearing of i
ing where Being comes into presence and departs, a possibility reserved
for man alone. Plants and animals do not cksist outside of themselves 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 freely 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 Concepts
of Metaphysics Heidegger docs believe that plants and animals have access
10 other beings around them; he denies, however, that plants or animals
are able to access these other entities n ther Being, or as suh, 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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remainlodged in their environments and continue “merely” o live with-
igs 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 ek-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 [west] essentially as language itself™ (LH, 253). This
conception of language finds its contrast in the traditional conception
of language as a unity of body (a phoneme or written character), soul
(melody and rhythm), and spiric (meaning). The definition of man as

this tradi ]
indofar as man's constiution is read i terms of body. soul. and |p|nl
nd

s capacit or l:n!nagc and reason are the specific marks of his humari-

a5 The d of man's i re

as the single and sole living creature with the capacity for language.

Heidegger insists, however. that language cannot be understood as aris-

ing rom manisanimal nature:language is not st something added on
h him from

~thcRmany s e bewens] wh

1
posscses language aloag wich ocher capcities. Rather, lnguage s the
house of being in which the human being ck-sists by dwelling. in that he
belongs to the truth of being, guarding it” (LH, 254)

As this passage llustrates, Heidegger's contestation of the metaphys-
ical definition of man as animal ationale s indeed undertaken in order to
resore the ,mv.h, o being s the marierof chough, bu this privi

that
otherlevel-—2 logie tha grants man,and man w3 certain dignicy 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 is

of d the human.

Bur--as you no doubt have been wanting to rejoin for quite a while
now ~docs not such thinking think preciscly the humanites of homo
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humanus? Does it not think humanites in 3 decisive sense. a5 no meta-

phyvics has thought it or can think e 1s tis ot “humanism” in the
Certainly. It

ofthe humn being from nearmces o being, But at the same tme &

s humanism in which not the human being but the human hm.p

atstake i
Bt then docs ot the ek-siscnce of the human being alo stand or
fal in this game of stakes? Indeed it does (H. 261)

Let me. then. sum up the issue with Heidegger as clearly as pos-
sible. Wh have b .
Being in light of a presupposed determination of nature and human-
ity, Heidegger has boldly raised the question of the ground of these de-
terminations. thereby exposing humanism's complicity with dogmatic
metaphysics and offering a new determination of man's essence as ck-
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 value theory and its attendant nihilism but also the possi-
bility for an alternative “ethics.” another thought of responsibiliy isef, of
responsibility qua responsivity or exposure * This is Heidegger's great
contribution to contemporary thought and one with which 1 am largely
sympathetic

The problem arises, though. when Heidegger limits ek sistence to
man alone. And the issue here is not simply that Heidegger offers no
analysis or argumentation in support of this claim (although this defi-
ciency does pose certain difficulties): nor is the problem that this claim
about ek sistence s anything but crain. (I ampone cerain, incuding

1Fhe s ccrain and the case i s obvious, what i the sarus of iscon

stant denegations and disavowals of animal ek-sistence?) The problem
lies instead with Heidegger's uncritical reliance on a logic of opposition
in differcntiating human beings from animals. Why does Heidegger re-

peatedly pe-
of ck-sistence without drawing single. insuperable lines between human
and animal? Of course a less anthropocentric and more nuanced discus
sion of ck-sistence might sill eventually give risc to certain distinctions
and boundarics - but would these differcnces necessarily be cssential.
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simple, oppositional, binary, and abyssal, and would they necessarily fall
along alinc 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 determined and under-
uoud Heidegger thus says the “Same” a the humanist raditon u

Hlogic

dlffvn‘n(t in Heidegger's repetition of the Same lies in his 1h|(un5 ol
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-
ties: ek-sistence. which is reserved for the human alone. Thus, what we
find in Heidegger's text when read from the perspective of the question
of the animal is an effective challenge 1o metaphysical humanism (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 anthropocentrism of this same humanist tradition (in
which the animal’s Being is determined in strict binary opposition to
and .,sm the measure of the Being of thehumar) Anchropoceniism
placing ngs

Gomething]
human specificity over and against those beings who that threaten to
undermine that specificity. It is this problematic anthropocentric rem-
nant that Heidegger has bequeathed to contemporary thought. In the
following chapters, 1 will track this remnant of anthropocentrism as it
gets taken up. refined. interrogated. and refigured in Levinas, Agamben.
and Derrida
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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 echics? 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 wrtings concening animals are: no

capable of a genuine ethy 10 the Other:
and Mmhum:n aimals are ot the kinds of bengs that i an ethical
. the Other is alway

l)u:hmnn Other. My sim here s 10 cxamia these (hmuas they appear
incertainof L

d i theun-
derlying logic of his thought permits no such amhmp«rmmm Wbu\
the logic of L for

cither of those two claims. In fact. as I shall arguc. Levinas's crhu—al 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 overcome orsuspend s

Levinas holds  classical (which i to say, Hobbes-
ian and quasi Spu\nzm) view of animals as being engaged in an unre-
mitting struggle of all against all persisting in their egoist desires. blind
and deaf 10 the all o the Other. Foran animal to be abe to wspcnd

i

pletely inexpl iology. T1
according to Levinas, largel
andit. t0o, 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” arse Thos,the human and crbics are
inl 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 sense. then, Levinas's entire philosophy is oriented around pre-

y
and become properly human?

OF course. the opposite possibility. that the nonhuman animal could
become cthical and thus properly “human” can never be completcly
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 is often ancedotal, suf-
ficient numbers have been witnessed firsthand by scientists or captured
on film 1o constitute genuine verification of radical altruism among
nonhuman animals. (Indeed. as we shall see. 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
is taken for granted by biologists and cthologists that altruism oceurs
i frquenly throughout atue) Such evience would e, o he
very least,
“analytieally™—that i, ..«mm, and naturally —in a selfish struggle of
all against all If animals are also capable of being-for-the-Other, then




the chicf dividing line between the human and the animal threatens to
vanish in Levinas’s discourse.

Curiously. Levinas himsclf scems to 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 11 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

P
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 sill protected us from Hitlerian violence. But the
other men. called free. who had dealings with us o gave us work or
orders or even a smile—and the children and women who passed by
and sometimes raised their eyes - stripped us of our human skin. We
were subhuman. 2 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 familics —all that
passed in parenthesis. We were beings entrapped in their specics: de-
spite all their vocabulary, beings without language. Racism is not a
biological concept: anti-Semitism is the archetype of all internment
Social aggression, itself, merely imitates this model. It shuts people
away in a class, deprives them of expression and condemns them to
being “signifiers without a signified” and from there o violence and
fighting, How can we deliver a message about our humanity which.
from behind the bars of quotation marks. will come across as any-
thing other than monkey talk>
And then.. y igh al

wecks, b

our lives. One day he came to meet this rabble a5 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, as 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 tha might be highlighted in this remark-
able passage (which i certainly one of the most personal and movingin

|m ut ey do s avertheless 0 enact wmtthmgofzn cihical gesure

haberin regard 1 other dogs, human beings, or members of other
species. And Bobby's response to the prisoners —prisoners who were
“a"gangof
apes” upﬂ«udywhu they needed:areminder ofthec humanicy.chat
is. walarit

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

Levinas is quick o add, however. that Bobby lacks “the brain needed
t0 universalize maxims” - so Bobby s not, after all. properly Kantian or
human. There is a proto- thical moment in his gestures. but no cthics
proper. At most. animals like

witnesses to the transcen
dence of the human “Man's best friend” testifies to the freedom and
singularity of the human. and it is through this t ythat there isa

“transcendenceinthe animal” (F, 152). Bt Levinas s peshaps missing

hes Heis nota
pampered. Ocdipal pet. but a nomad struggling to survise. living on
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-
sistence in being” in order to welcome the prisoners—who themselves.
tired and destitute, presumably have nothing much to give him —upon
returning from their work> Is this not the ethical act par excllence?
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 Totlity and Infiity. an “1” who manages to establish a home
and gather together in the world. Con-
sequently, Bobby cannot give any possessions “with both hands.” or
paws as the case may be. And yet. despite Bobby’s poverty. there is an
cthical gift of sorts exchanged between him and the prisoners, even if it
takes a form not often noticed by Levinas. Bobby does 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 affcction. Is not Bobby. then.
a prime cxample of the “otherwise than being™ Are we not justificd in
concluding that there is a genuine transcendence in the anma inclf and
ot just in the form of a testimony to the human? Perhaps animals, too,
are a miracle and mark a rupture in the order of being,

Rather than drawing this (ncoreligious) conclusion, | want to arguc
for a complete shift in the terms of the debate. That human beings cn-
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 are not traces of transeendence but
are acts that are purely and wholly immanent to the material world
Thus, rather than viewing “holiness” as the nodal point for a recupera-
tion of postmetaphysical theology (a5 many of Levinas's contemporary
followers do). | want to suggest that these same terms can be couched
in 2 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 | referred to above as Levinas's “classical” view of animals. a
view | suggested was similar to the ones offered by Hobbes and Spinoza.
is eredited by Levinas himself o Charles Darwin. Levinas's offers the
following gloss on Darwin's account of being and animality in “The
Paradox of Morality”

Ab hed to being, o its own being, That
s Darwin'sidea. The being of animals is a struggle for life. A struggle
of ife without ethics. It is a question of might. Heidegger says at the
beginning of Being and Time that Dasin is a being concerned for this
beingitself. That's Darwin'sidea. the living being struggles for life
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The idea tha the *being” of natural entities is constituted primarily in
terms of a struggle for existence s, of course. a central tenet of Darwin's
theory of natural selection. But Darwin does not go as far as Levinas in
claiming that being in general or animal existence in particular is ey
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 care. Pechaps no modern hinker

ik Darwin

b= ¥ " e
that the chief characteristics of human beings —including the so-called
higher-order teaits such as rationality. language, and morality—are not
unique to human beings. Consequently. when we sec rational or cthical
behavior among human beings, Darwin would remind us that we will
likely find versions of such behavior clsewhere in nature. Rather than a
differcnce in kind between beings and animals, we
willinstead find. he argues. only differences in degree.
Darwiniscspecially keentoundersore chis point withreard toan-
b the day
(wm. sill remains firmly entrenched in much of contemporary scicn-
tific and popular consciousness) that animals have no moral sense, he
provides multiple cxamples of altruism and sociabiliy in 2 wide variery
services for one another, care for kin and siblings. alert one another to
danger. and even proteet and provide for their injured or invalid fellows
While Darwin attributcs thesc kinds of ethical actions to the “social
instincts” that animals have in common with human beings, he has no
doubr that such actions are genuinely ethical inasmuch as they
from strong emotional 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
doubr that he belicved that ethics exists well beyond the human.+
There is, however.
ciated with Richard Dawkins th; A !
of Levinas’s thinking and that would appear 1o provide some scientific
support for his views on the fundamentally noncthical existence of ani-
mals. In his book The Selfh Gene. Dawkins cites several of his own ex-
amples of animal al d. like Darwin, believes al ho
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be fundamentally at odds with natural selection. Dawkins argues that
with egard to understanding th basic functioning of atural slection.
“1think
sums up our modern understanding of natural selection admirably.™ So.
how best to cxplain the anomalous fact that a blind and ruthlessly selfish
biolgieal sysem can i is 10 what can only be described a5 acs of
ism? Biologi to Dawkins had wide
range of evolutionary explanations of altruism, 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 Williams, insists that altruism can
best be explained, or rather explained awey. from a genc’s-cye perspective.
Dawhnu much-discused thess i tha genes s fundamentally “sclf
itisin th age pl If Tuis pre.
nu‘ly this task of genetic replication that is at stake in natural selection.
he argues. and not the well-being of a given individual, group, or species.
Thus.any act of altruism carried out by an individual animal will likely
be a behavior that is ultimately (that is. biologically) sclfish inasmuch as
it enhances the replication of selfish genes.
So. perhaps, if we follow Dawkins, Levinas is correct after all. Per-

y

g

ded inselfish Aellofcispoctmeptindiel
vidual then at the genetic level. Maybe animals and the rest of the indi-
viduals that constitute the natural world are simply caught up in a blind
and ruthless struggle for existence. And maybe Bobby's gestures toward
the prisones can b explained inthe fnal nsance s unconsciousbe-

bination of genes. Perhaps. But ther are two consequences that follow
from adapting this kind of biological approach o understa
ism. First, although Dawkins focuses primarily on animal altruism and
the theory of the selfish gene captures both animals and hu-
mans within s 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 sclfish-gene theory would render both human and animal altru-
ism biologically sclfish —even (or. perhaps especially) the holiness and
being-for-the-Other that Levinas associates with the human. The see-
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 altruism. Itis simply a
R B prodct

ct? s has posibl. cen 00 Dains's accous. tha what sppeas

animal acts do m«a from m Kind ofgenuine motional andcxhical
responsivity that D

Cognitive cthologists take up the question of skrelsm peeciacly at
this point, where a distinction is drawn between a reductive. gene's-cye-
perspective analysis and a more robust, multilayered biological and
p;)rho{opﬂl ccount o animal behavior Fous de Waal, o ogrisive

ymm“ h i b

should be explained in psychological and biological terms et severa leves
(selations among kin. reciprociy becween individuals n socal groups.
Darwin's

Fanything de Weal argus, amorecompleeanalyss of animalbehavior
only confirms Darwin's point that there

morality.*
Whether the kind of approach that cognitive ethologists such as de
Waal advocate will eventually be subsumed by neobehaviorism or a re-
ductionisic version of evolutionary psychology remains to be seen. It is
not my intention to enter into these debates here. Rather, my point is
thi: no marerfrom which diecion we pprouch the question of s
ical). it will
be lmpuwbk fully to uphold Levinas's version of the idea that animal
life s opposed to human ife is a struggle for eistence without ethics
1f following Levinas, we allow for the idea that a genuine displacement
of egoism is possible among human beings (f only at the psychological
level), then we should be prepared to consider the same possibility with
regard o animals
Levinas's efforts 1o draw a sharp break between human beings and
animals on this issue is not just bad biology it is also bad philosophy.
inasmuch as it unciticall reinforces the metaphysical anthropocen-
rism of the W
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centrism. it is not necessary to establish 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 the dominant philosophical tradition running from Aristotle
and Descares through Heidegger and Levinas. Such a transformtion
in one go or by fiat It the
tools at our disposal and 1 develop them n such  way 1 o decpen the
crisis of metaphysical anchropocenrism and push beyond the lmits it
has established for thought
logical continuism we find in such thinkers as Darwin, Dawkins, and
de Waal is an essential path for thought., inasmuch as it both decenters
the human and offers the possibility of uncovering traits among animals
that were long assumed to be the exclusive province of human beings.
The philsophica task we are presented with in the face of such discover-

rking and g pe
1di s d d displace v
Pl . P Sy
wes to de h ing maj ical inquiry.
di i which the b

animal distnction has been drawn, 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 un(rm(a!l,‘ as the point of dtpannn‘ for nearly all

inquiry, but - philo-
sophical questions has been subordinated primaeily, i ot cxchsively,
1o human interests. To mark a rupture in the human-animal distine
tion, as biology and several other discourses and practices have done.
is to announce the fact that philosophy cannot proceed with business
as usual. Philosophy can no longer in good conscience ground itsclf on

»
the primary locus for thoughe. In short, today philosophy finds tself
Jfuced by animas, a sharp reversal of the classical philosophical gaze. What
philosophy is now encountering, and what Levinas’s philosophy trics
desperately but unsuccessfully to block or dissimulate, is the simple fact
that we know neither what animals can do nor what they might become.
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T only by shuting animals sy 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(ccd.mg from and in
view of the rupt hat
thought thus far. In dc«n«'m\g the human, and by lhmkmx from out
ofa new humility and gencroiy oward what we call the nonbuman”
a genuinely d

"To appeoach noahuman aisels in this manact howeve, s abresdy
to grant the notion that animals might hase the capacity o initiate
something ike an eticl encounter. an encounr in which an animal

On

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

in the Levinasian sense, which i to say. an expressivity and vnlnenbnh()
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 scction, 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 ehical expeience docs ot permit im to
any igor. : ly chal-
lenged by hical an
animal ven Levinas s unable o demy that an animal might havea e
1

Liine unpack thes two points in mre

be znnd!:rlmm'mbcmgu found in Ttlty and Iafny. 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 cgoistic process whereby 1 firm
‘myself up and become a subject is uniquely mine and constitutes my se-
cret interiority, my ipscity. Although | am constantly in relation with
others (both human and nonhuman) and continuously immersed in an
clemental milicu throughout this developmental process. these “others™
upon which I am dependent only bgfmandnmﬂrhl me: they do not.
according to Levinas,
“And with the evcntual establishment of 3 dweling place of my own.
1 am able to overcome almost all of the insceuritics that plague my ego-
istic pus y gi he ti d sp:
protects me from the clements. and allows for the objects of enjoyment
fully to become my possessions

My encounter with the face of the Other interrupts al of this —and
in a fundamental manner. Through this cncounter. my “animal com-
placency” (T1, 149) is put in check: my projects are derailed; my house
becomes a hostel: and my possessions are transformed into gifts. The
question that arises at this point is: Who is capable of interrupting my
egoism in this manner> 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 cthicality of the
encounter the Other cannot belong to any genus whatsocver. not even
oneasbroad as “humanity.” So it will not do to say simply that the Other
is another human being, Levinas, of course. recognizes this point. and
this is why his humanism is not based on a biological or anthropological
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 entities who are incapable of being fully
reduced  he Same’sprojecs and obcctiv intencionaley The human.
then, the
conceptofthe human coukdat st nprincile b exended wel be

b lude other kinds of beings who call my cgoi

into question.
Were Levinas o stick strictly with the idea that the human is simply

2 mame that represcrs those beings who dirupt my cgoism. then the
1d function in a ptof the “the

feminine" in Toality and Infiiy, where the feminine stands as an empty
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placcholder for the intimacy and welcoming that occurs with my be-
Toved in the home. a place that could presumably be occupied by cither
gender. OF course. as several feminist readers of Levinas have pointed
out. this concept of the feminine is problematic. even when understood
charitably, for gendered concepts almost never function neutrally in the
way Leinas might wish.Likewise we coul aythat “he human. even

charitably as the plac o being that challenges
my cgoism. is nevertheless a problematic concept inasmuch as the con-
cept of the human carrics significant metaphysical and ethical baggage
As we have scen. though, Levinas does o limit himself to the modest
claim that the human is an empty placcholder. He maintains, and with
considerable resoluteness. that the Other is and can only be an actual
Juman 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 as “things”) and
guing for the exclusive priority of the former in the ethical sphere. His
thesis here is that “the absolutely forcign 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
call 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. | meet with a resistance that s greater than any strength | might
muster in order to counter its force. Were | 30 inclined, | could enslave,

abuse, Other, but.
s the very of the Other that dé todo s0 and
gives me pause. The Other calls to me as if* rmmonh..yrfm.m

N Other
servinde. In the encountr wich the Otber, my objctve inendionaliey
and eoistic ipseity are unlinked. or rather relinked along cthical lines
and called toward justice and hospitality

By contrast. Levinas insists that noshuman entitics, no matter how

y migh oism.

ign hatey y migh
ultimately be overcome, cither through my strength o through techno-
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logical assis Of course. d I
sphere of concern ready-made for the pmy«uznd tasks that 1 hzvem
for myself, bu they
necessary. And if, in the end, they fail to fit within my sphere of concern.
they can always be left or tossed aside. What is important to understand
e i chat,on Levinas's analysis. the rssance o eshuma i dos o
ings resis hey do not
o s because theyare *fee” orbecausetheyare abe by themselves 0
resist my
of & Inman context. In other wonds, things have 20 presence bk au
they take on sense only in reference to a specific human task or context.
Ce ly. within L s h. nonhuman
in many form furnishings,
obr(u o eofoymens arbeasy,gits w e ofered t the human Orher
in need, even as the anonymous matter of the ily&. But they can never
pierce me ethically or interrupt my functioning in such a way as to chal-
lenge my persistence in being,
Whether this anahysis o( the nonethicality of things i adequate can

possi
ey of things having a quasi-ethical pesence on more than one nstance,
most famously at the end of *Is Ontology Fundamental>” where he asks
“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
to the human face. So. if things by and large lack a face according to
Levinas, what can be said of animal faces> Many of
call “animal” do not seem to fit neatly within the category of things as
Levinas describes them (almost all of Levinas's examples of things are
what we are commonly called “inanimate objects™ the cigarette lighter.
eyeglasses. and so on); yet he most assuredly would not want to assimi-
late animals to human beings a the cthical level. So where to place ani
mals within th hical life that L des>
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 distinct 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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they y s p the
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” i y de-
ivative 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
face. however. is Levinas's cquivocation on the cxtent of animal crhics
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 i a dog (we don't know if he
has Bobby specifically in mind). in which he finds both a vital force and
a vulnerability cvoking pity. It i this lattcr aspect tht leads him to say
explicily that the dog *has a face ~ But immediately following this com-
ment. Levinas becomes agnostic about the matter 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
al fe forms: “It s clear that, without considering animals as human be-
ings the ethical extends to ll living beings.™

So what are 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 al 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 rigucur 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 imposcd 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 cgoism coming from the
fac of Other hat tansforms my bing in the dircion of gencroiy:

Inother words, cth vty to the face

responsibility. Levinas's most common examples of ethics are r)‘ptcall)
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 cxample, 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-
the-Other in the face of the Other's death. But in both cases. the for

mal structure of ethics remains the same: it involes a disruption of my
perseverance in being that decply affects and transforms my cntire 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 stress the ethical force of the encounter
with the Other’ destitution or of being faced by the Other's fnitude.

Not only are these instances quintessentially ethical, but they speak to
the particular historicopolitical events that inform his work. There is
o reason to belicve, 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 might disrupt me. and
any number of ways 1 might be transformed by such encounters —scv-
eral of which could just as suitably be called “ethical” as the ones Levi-
nas highlights. Indeed. Levinas's cquivocations on the possibility 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 lfted the idiosyncratic restrictions he places on the cthical
encounter? Simply put. ethics would become rigorously and generously
agnostic. But what exactly does this mean? 1 we follow the distinctions |
made above among the ways in which my cgoism might be intcrrupted.
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the kinds of entities who might call me into question. and the manner
in which such interruptions might transform me, it is clear that the cen-
tral issue concerning agnosticism revolves around the second point: the
kinds of entities 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 respons[blllry chat imvolves y\emg “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 Levinas's
ethical philosophy:

What is more difficult to come to grips with is who the Other is who
‘might call me into question. Here, 100, | 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 docs 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. Phi
have proposed drawing the lin at every imaginable level, including
those of beings with moral agency. sentient human beings and animals.
humans and animals who are subjects-of a-lfe. all living organisms.
beings capable of reciprocal caring relationships. ccosystems. and even
mere existence. Such monistic theorics of moral considerability have
even been joined recently by multicriterial accounts that scck 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 smmm agnosticism concerning the “who” of the Other.
we could say

e uscl for highlghting how (indi-
vidualistic rmena) or nctworks of nteracion (holmx cricria) might
ical clai us; likewise, the

easons why we shoukdstiend o the various kinds of beings and rele
tionships that are under discussion. At the same time. howeer, there is

denat dsasifhe
ofial s ethics aris he :
y irreducible to and y my egoistic and cogni-
then how could th be answered once

and for all> By what right can we delimit who the Other s in advance of

. then. take L hen he says
I cannot say at what moment you have the right to be called face’ >

1 this s indeed the case, that is. i it is the case that we do not know
where the face begins and ends. where moral considerability begins and
ends, then we are obliged to proceed from the possibility that anything
might take on a face. And we are further obliged to hold this possibility
pfrmanmtlyopm At his point. most reasonabe readers will ikely sce
While
it might not lx unreasonable to consider the possibility that *higher”
animals who are “like* us, animals who have sophisticated cognitive and

d fai us

that “lower” animals, insects, dirt, hair. fingernails, ecosystems. and so
on could also have a claim on us> Any argument that leads to this pos-
sibility i surely a reductio ad absurdum. In response to such a charge.
1 would suggest affirming and embracing what the critic sces as an ab-
surdity. All attemprs to shift or enlarge the scope of moral consideration
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are initially met with the same reactionary rejoinder of absurdity from
those who uphold common sense. But any thought worthy of the name,
rpeciallyanythongheof ke tkes s oo of deparar nsting up
Il such,
demands that we ponder absurd. ....hm{ of thoughts Mm is not
ethics itself, in a certain sense, an absurd pursuit, governed by a “logic”
that defies logic? Is it reason that opens an ethical encounter or that
convinces me to set aside my egoism? Levinas tells us that the open-
ing t0 ethics is beyond reason and that it is not a “particularly recom-
mendable” variery of consciousness precisely because it ovrrides any
‘What is more. the reds
both ways here. We cnld ks e B a Bl sesmomale o conchude
that there i of moral
consideration And don ot historica survey of the failures that have
atended rvtr) such atemp to draw theline o lines) of moral consid-
dence to persuads that
this approach i inberently pernicious b moraly and polcicall?

Thomas Birch makes a similar set of points about the problematic
aspects of the moral-considerability debate in his essay “Moral Consid-
rabilty and Universal Consideration.” He notes that from a-“hisori-
cal perspective,
moral considrabiliy] with the insiction of some pracecal crterion,

open the ques

=3

poi Levinas thus
far the question of who the Other i, 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.
ot 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 posibiliy for the worst kinds of abuses toward
those beings who are left outside the scope of moral concern. As Birch
expain,the main problem with much of moraltheory and pracic s
hate d

h regard | i ral theory and pr




presupposed (1) there e
and ought to be, insiders and outsiders, citizens and non-citizens (for
examples. slaves, barbarians, and women), “members of the club of
considerand 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 shey b served s e grovad o
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
auducx casily captured by thought. Given its diachronic structure, ethi-
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 fallibility 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

o . Universal as
2 matter of “giving orhers of ll sorts a chance to reveal their valuc. and
of giving ourselves a chance to se it rather than approsching therm in
hostiliny
orherwiset (MC 328).
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It is importan to stress that this notion of universal consideration
ke the Jaim that al th p

Other. ¥
various beings or relational structures might count. On both points, 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 o xplocesnimal ad covironmental thicsbave sbandoncd

od ends. They

animals or the environment muhcmxhxnd_andhununmﬂ‘uing,m
the other hand. and then argued for a kind of cthical extensionism from
the human o the nonhuman based on parity of reasoning. While I cer-

AN il

y have sympathy
fully, it (gl g

foae the he dends and the
hich ight take place

1F such caution s i fact required, then the question that arises i
Why have | been discussing animal cthics at all> I this term not just as
problematic as “the human” or “1ifc”> And why limit the discussion just
o animals> Why not cast the net wider? Or. if we take the notion of
universal consideration seriously, why name the Other at all> The bricf
answer, and one that | will try to explain and defend in what follows is
that it is necessary to take such risks. Contemporary ethical discourse

and practice do not take place in a vacuum, but cmerge from out of a sc
vies ofbackground practices and blief’s thathave plced he interests of

ility. In

ope
tochallenge isli
1o take up theterms of the discourse asthey currently stand and trans-
form them There are, then,

animal question in particular

1. The strategic disruption o metsphyscel anthropocentriom: One of the chicf
limitations for thought at present is “metaphysical anthropocentrism.™
or the tendency to detcrmine nonhuman lfe in an oppositional and

spe
more evident 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
alogether. As anthropoceniism with espect  animals becomes ever
less tenable. Jso called i

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 life. a thought that will perhaps do away with or be uncon-
cerned to think in terms of “the human” and it “others”

luding

3. The iy of imss Philosophica discouse n aials
Levinas's, has be
spprosch. Aniaual have often been thought of by y’hlwoyhﬂs po
longing to a singe class of beings tht lack some essential human trait
(anguage.a concep of death mora agncy: and s0.0n). Not only docs
diff &
mals rhrm;dv:r it also offers a false characterization of the (M:wn
tial) differences between human beings and animals (because there is
no single, insuperable dividing linc). To focus carcfully on the cthical
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 have placed them, It is because we do not know what animals
can do (empirically)or what they mighs become (ontologcal)that an-
itis
of um process of conceptualization that the ethical alterity of animals
comes to the fore.

3. Reconfiguring the link berween the animal question and environmental fssues:
Historically. animal ethicists have set themselves at odds with other
h: yond the human,
mental ethics. I ethicists have, by and |
as individualists, whereas the dominant forms of environmental cthics
have taken a holistic or relational approach, with each camp pointing
out the other's limitations. This difference has led to sharp divisions
borh in theory andpractice 16 however we addressth question of i
‘mal ethics then such
divisions get recast in a very different light. Animal ethics becomes but
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one way among others of thinking through cthics, 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 s not ruled out but rather is allowed in principle under an
ethics of universal consideration. Thus, rather than being in opposition

her, animal ethics and envi hics would be seen as
two distinct but complementary forms of ethical inquiry and practice
that seck to challenge the limits of anthropocentrism

4. Thesiruaton o animals themscives Peshaps 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
horeific saughter. unconscionable abuse. and unthinkable living con-
ditions. The present conditions under which many animals live has
unique history tht requirs both material and ontologicl analysis and
iis a history

Ccruml)-.
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

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 logics of d verlap at points. but they
also diverge-—and both the convergences and divergences are cqually
important for rmp.. and practice. Likewise. we need o pay specfic a-
tention
and domaietion cven i theieeffots ace not whallysuccessfl. The ele
phant who escapes from its imprisonment at a circus: the pig who flces
the slaughtcrhouse and runs free in the streets until shot by police: the
whales who protect each other from harpoons: the lion who mauls its
human handler; the chimpas attacks an
the feral cat who refuses o be handled: Bobby the dog surviving against
all odds in “some wild patch i the region of the camp™ - these and other
such figures of animal resistance should remain at the core of animal




ethics as much as th directly

so she approach to animalcthics outlined here differs fom the stand-
rd Levinask b

the i face. Rather.
animalethic i scen here a3 k. a-fne risk” of the sort Levinas speaks
of n Otk Than Beig Or Begnd Esec. 1 arisk 10 focus on ani-

mals,cven wh Itisa
risk 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
uarantces that we have gortn things right hre ortha this parcicular

gt

ppr

sire. But such risk: h. b They

are fine risks, mh taken in the name of “the Other animal” and with-
2

beings we call il
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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 Heidegger
and Emmanuel Levinas, much of Agamben's carly focus was on the ques
tion of the remains of yin the wake of
the decentering of human subjectivity. In his writings from the 19705,
1980, and 1990s. Agamben elaborates a complicated and provocative
account of being human that sceks, again like Heidegger and Levinas,
10 be genuinely postmetaphysical and posthumanist. However, as this
project develops over the decades, it seems to become increasingly clear
1o Agamben that the aim of trying to specify what constitutes being
human is. at bottom, an ontologically bankrupt and politically perni-
cious project. Indeed. by the time that Agamben takes up the question
of the animal explicily in his 2002 book Laperto: Luomo ¢ lanimale (The
Opert Man and Animal). the aim of secking a postmetaphysical 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 chapteris to track the itinerary of the formation and eventual aban
donment of the human-animal distinction in Agamben's work and to
examine the ) and theoretical upshot of thi e
in his most recent texts on the question of the animal




ON THE BORDERS OF LANGUAGE AND DEATH

Agamben's work has a point of departure that is heavily indebted 1o
Heidegger. Not only does he follow Heidegger's view that the Western
metaphysical tradition is nihilistic. he also accepts the premise that
the ground of this nihilism is 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
that what binds Heidegger's thought irreducibly to the metaphysical
tradition he seeks to delimit is an inability to think the ground of. or
opening to, human being and language in nonnegative terms. Conse-
quently.in his efforts to challenge the limitations of Heidegger's project
:nd the metaphysical traditon, many of Agamben'scary texts ae fo-

d the negativity
:han:u-mn: of Hc»dcggrrx approach and the metaphysical tradition.
Agamben's overarching aim in these works is to “find an experience of
specch that no longer presupposes any negative foundation.” He finds
this nonnegative, or affirmative. ground of being human in the concept
of “infancy” (from infari and infans, the being who does not speak). which
in turn opens onto a conception of the human as a fundamentally ethi-
cal and political being,

One of th i in Agamben's writings derives from
book 1, part 2, of Aristotle’s Politics. In this passage, we encounter one of
the earliest efforts 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 evident. Nature, as we often say, makes noth-

ing in vain, and man is the only animal who has the gift of speech
And whereas mere voice i but an indication of pleasure or pain, and
i therefore found in other animals (for their nature attains t the
perception of pleasure and pain and the intimation of them to one
another. and no furcher). the power of speech is intended to set forth

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

Aristotle here posits an inextricable link between human speech and
politics and suggests that the ability to make articulate judgments about
ethical and social matters is essential to the constitution of a polis. But
what interests Agamben in this passage is what remains unsaid. In par-
sicula. what

Is in this regard:

y is the sp

b Aristotle?
In his carly book md Desth, Agamben presens a serics of

novel q g0 largely

unanswered m.m.,,tm. the history of the metaphysical tradition. And
in those places where the questions are addressed.the ground ofhuman
Thus.

thel |...k posited by Aristotle between human specch and poiticallf i
it the g
fo : And it i th "

ground ofsod relaion between bumsan speech and policics thet, accond-
ing 10 Agamben, ensures the nihilistic consequences of metaphysics.

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. as a mystical site 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 transformed into a eu-poria. This Voice, which has the negative
characteristics of being no-longer animal-code and not-yet-articulate-
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 cssentially 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
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case even with Heidegger. who is typically taken to be the postmeta-
physical thinker par excellence. Despite the fact that Heidegger secks
to climinate the idea of ay link between animality and human essence
(and thereby el

Janguage). he remains rapped within a thematic of the Vokce and nege-
ity the form of theal-too-mysticaland “slent” Voice of
conscience) when y

and opening to language and finitude.

As a consequence. neither Heidegger nor the rest of the metaphysi-
cal tradition are able to think human sociality —which, as Aristotle sug-
gests, i tied intimately to the capacity for language —in positive terms.
“The negative link between language and politics. between the opening
to language and the finite opening t 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 nihilism not in the Nietzschean sense of a declining cul-
ture or in the Heideggerian sense of a forgetting of the giff of Being but
rather  nihilism stemming from the oblivion and covering over of the
political and social “habits” of the human. The nihilism of metaphys-
ies coincides, then, with what Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-La-
barche call the “retreat of the political. the withdrawal of the thought of
whatgives is 0 poltics. Agamben argues thatt s oly throughalia-
uidation” of
gin to find the words for the essential link between speech and politics.
10 30 doing,thought hast larn o dwell in the ey of the human.
a task that Agamben takes up in Infancy and Hi

Agamben approaches the concept of infancy in Iy and Hiswry
through an examination of modern theorics of human subjectivity in
which the link b
classical metaphysics is largely eclipsed in favor of an epistemological
and mathematical approach to understanding the specificity and excep-
tionalism of the human. Thus the possibility of uncovering the traces
of sociality at the heart of the human are here even more obscured. In
modern thinkers such as Descartes and Kant (and their successors such
25 Husse).the i of subjectviy i sught in a quas-slpsist.pre-
social. prelinguistic i
torical or social forces. This approach leads. i 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 devclops this argument through recourse to Emile Ben-
iste’s linguistic theory. there is no psy
chological or physical substance to the I or subject, which is to say.
the “1" 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 bncf i the notion tha the subject who says *I” cmerges
y lity outside of language. Thus,
he quit i mmof d he aim of locating the
ground of the subject and nfepmemobgy outside the play of language.
culture, and history—is, from Benveniste’s perspective a priori impos-
sible. Iflanguage is absent, there can be no self. and where there isa slf.
there s 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.
For if the I is simply coextensive with anguage, then thereis o break
between the human subject and its uistic milieu, and thus no human
history, culture, or alterity. Stated otherwise, were the human *I” 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 10 the world, suggesing that animaliey as suc i characterized by
l and natural As
4 Beigpeen, Heidegger makes a similar 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 constiutional lack of finite tran-
scendence. But these standard answers only lead to a dead end because
if language is 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, thercby
rendering human language identical with animal codes). Either under-
standing ofthe reltion between language and the human renders the
prospect of 9
Although Agamben follows his predecessors mz.\summg(hxr there s
foak berseenthish specrs lingusyelbi
does not assume that animals are without language altogether. Rather.
the break berween 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 Longusg and e he splic between animal code and

ortouse
the semiotic and the semantic, Although animal codes have often boen
thought not o 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 o do with animals' lacking language.
Al lke b bogs, e g beigs through ad (hmugh

s isthat animals are »dcnmzl -mh and fully immensed in, the .,,.,

o y that they are
i ther surounding cnviranmen. ke “watcrin water In Agamben's
words.

It is not language in general that marks out the human from other
Ivig beings according 0 the Wester metaphysical tradiion thac
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 nature is distinguished by its
*having language” fails to articulate what is uniquely human. According
10 Agamben's line 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 outside of themselves. 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 s in language. And it is this
state of being fundamentally deprived of language. this state of infancy.
that opens human beings to aterity in the forms of culture. history. and
politics
Aslsutedar this chapter.
Agamben’s early writings is t find a way to think the relational struc
tures of deprivation and infancy in nonnegative. nonnihilistic terms.
for he believes that contemporary nihilism stems from the tendency of
Western metaphysics 1o think the ground of human being in negative
and mystical terms. As persuasive as this thesis is in many respects, it
is necessary to examine the assumptions upon which it is based before
accepting it uncritically. First, Agamben follows Heidegger in assuming
that historicity (that is, the opening to history) is uniquely human and
that, as such, history and everything that follows from it (culture, poli-
It d so on) is found only T
b d 1 grounds is even bvious today than
it was during the time in which Agamben was writing Infincy and History
(the late 19705). Indeed. Agamben himself scems to be aware that his
on human infancy are complicated by empirical evidence avail-
able at the time that suggests a parallel infancy among animals. for it is
not at all the case that all animal species are “always and totally” in lan-
uage. In his remarks on ethologist William Thorpe,
tention to the fact that in certain bird species. the acquisition of their
“code” is actually partially learned 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 in sites other
than language (and that we restrct oursehves to language understood in
a liveral and reductive manner in examining the issue of historicity
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another problematic aspect of the Western logocentric tradition).
clear that the characersics and behavios accompanying historiciy
(culture, poli
“The sccond assumption. which follows from Agamben'’s first. isthat po-
Fornotonly
is there no politics among nonhuman animals according to Agamben
(o poine tht follows ogicalyfrom the argument b makes in gfincyond
d one that is explicitly made in multiple texts), but i

what,if any role animals play i human policica ik Agassben's early
work s structured throughout in such a way as to place human beings at
the center of politics and to leave all other beings in abeyance. As I shall
argue below. the writings of his middle period continuc this trend. But
his most recent writings. which will be the focus of the last portion of
the chapter, might be to taken t suggest. if one follows the reading of
them that I shall propose, that the above assumptions about animal his-
toricity itics and the more basic thesis 1 duali

d i G theis s e dhaatoucd

Letus return, the:

and carly 10 mid 1990 Agamben turns from the isue of articulting

contours of an actual poli

s and concept of community befiting these

conception ofmmmumly based on “whatever sngularities” and beings

¥
{sicof his caricrwriting that ! ey
uman beings from animliy. In is lws essay 'Thc Face” Apmbm

guage

open only

Exposition is the location of politics. If there is no animal politics.
that are alw "

not try  their

it without caringsbout ¢ That iswhy they ar not intersted i mir
rors. i 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 recognize themselves. that i, they want to take possession of
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their very own appearance. Human beings thus transform the open
into a world. that i, into the battleficld of a political struggle with
out quarter, This struggle. whose object i truth, gocs by the name of
History*

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

Heidegger's and Levinas's di Is:asi 1

distinction; lack of attention to existing empirical knowledge about

animals (here the inattention concerns the cmpirically false claim that
epals s such 4 o and the

cem to determine the supposedly unique human relation to the word
and history—as if what constitutes the ground of 2 supposedly unique
mode of human existence is the sole (or even primary) thingat 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 irreparable. or political refugees. And if one turns 1o
Agamben's texts from this period in the hopes of decpening the anti-
humanist critique of human subjectivity. the writings are invaluable
for undercutting any kind of simplistic nehumanism. But, much like
Heidegger and Levinas, Agamben seems unable to connect his critique
of humanism with the problem of anthrpocentrism. His writings exhibit
a remarkable critical vigilance toward any effort to develop a 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 o shift increasingly
toward the task of thinking through the links tying sovercigaty, law.
and the State to the isolation of what he calls bor f within human be-
ings. In the development of this project, the question of the animal has
begun increasingly to impose itslf on Agamben's thought from within.
Thas, i

logi
y abeing that s -
ated at the margins d the animal and
hus marking d 0 pr andina
sequel to H

ageof the “Muselmann” (the singular human beingat stake in Agamben's
post- Auschwitz ethics) who wanders through the Nari concentration




camps like a“stray dog.” simultancously captured inside and outside the

ok i the secsiey
 Agamben

THE RUPTURE OF ANTHROPOCENTRISM

One of Agamben’s more recent works, The Open: Man and Animal - which
will seve as he primary focus for the remainder of this chapter
partially remedics th

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

What is man, if he is always the place -and. at the same time. the
result—of ceaseless 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 it is
0 take positions on the great issucs. on so-called human rights and
values. ©.16)

ism characteristic of the texts from Agamben I have discussed thus far.
For him there is little point in pursuing a politics and cthics based on
human rights when the full impact of the critique of humanism has ot
been measured and allowed 1 transform out ideasof communiy and
being-with others. I h

he eenuinel

this division. More is at issuc here. however, than contesting humanism
1 will examine this last point momentarily. but before doing so. it
is important to note that addresing this question alone —namely. the

q
what it means to be human —will not suffice to call anthropocentrism
into question. This is especially true 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.” 1f this were all Agamben sought
o do in The Open, there would be it to distinguish this book from the
previous volumes in the Homo Sacer serics, which analyze the separation
of zo¢and bios within human lfe only to leave the question of animal life
and politics suspended. It seems. then. that if one is to address the phil-
osophical and political question of the animal in any meaningful way.
it wil b necesarya the verylase t0 work hrough both the ontology
of animal lif that obain
between those beings called human” 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-

prosch o politics Asi clear from th anguments made i th first two
chapters, th
asa d jection of the En-

of the material (for example, economic. historical.linguistic, and social)

forces at work in the formation of human subjects. Specific to the post-

Nmu(hezn and post-Heideggerian critique of humzmlm @ Ixmge to
A 4

ity nm render subjects open t materal forces s such. But what docs
mean to say th biectonly in and through |
orhistory? i

! de of itself>

h questions, it quickly that i
tions that give rise to human subjectivity (whether figured as ck-stasis
[Heidegger], exposure [Nancy]. ex-appropriation [Derrida). or exposi-

And thisis
the frst rea » large
f Is for i g y
mals, two, i
dard 1 di Avshisieve
there

teria for distinguishing animal modes of exposure from h....u.. 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

s



t philosoph
of lfe-death, & wopic upon which I beicly wuched 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. Whil 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 it ethical grounding and forgetsisjusifcarion
nd call he face of 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 h asliberal buman
Ifa butoften forger gl be-
g who coust iical body, As Lsgeed b
here is that nd bili-
d it il Other human
alone. for imals and b

potential to interrupt and oblige as well. Consequently. 2 poﬂlnlmanul
politics that begins from a thought of exposure must come to terms with
i sphere

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 pmnnhnpnm( heory of the grounds of human
subjectivity although

ded nd politics that would
nonhuman life. he failed to outline in a sufficient manner what form
such an ethics and politics migh take

B then s work The Open mark

y hough
10 the nihilistic tendencies of humanism and human-based politics. his
most recent work indicates that these concerns lead necessarily in some
sense to directly addressing the larger issue of anthropocentrism that

held in sb d this i Jicitlyan-

nounced at the very outset of The Open, in the section entitled “Therio-
morphous” (meaning, literaly, having the form of an animal). Taking

Y
Hebrew Bible in the Ambrosian Library in Milan, which depicts the
messianic banquet of the rightcous on the last day. Agamben pauses to
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 h 1 head to the rem-
nant of Israel [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
Jas day: the rltions between animals and men will take on 3 new
form, and th

©.3



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 zo¢ 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 human 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). it 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  come 0 grips withand avert he political filures
of our age. h the b

aimed at creating a space in which human

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 arganmcas in mind as | turn to an mvrfuplm of
the political and bstacles block

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

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




fusion. The h “The Open provide
the reader with a fscinating overicw of some of the historica varia
tions on the anthropological machine at work in a 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 | am devel-
oping here. it will suffice to recall the general structure of the machine
and why Agamb s necessary fu
Agamben makes a distinction between two key variations o the
anthropological machine: the modern and premodern. The modern
anthropological machine is post-Darwinian. It secks to understand.
following the principles of natural science. the emergence of the fully
constituted human being from out of the order of the human animal
(the latter, of course. is in many ways indistinguishable from certain
nonhuman animals, especially so-called higher primates). In order to
mark this transition. it s necessary to determine and isolate the animal
aspects of the human animal and exclude them from humanity proper
Agamben deseribes this process as involving an “animalization” of ccr-
tain modes of human life, an attempt to separate out--within human
beings themselves-what preciscly is animal. on the one hand. and hu-
man, on the other. This variation on the anthropological machine gives
rise o the search by nineteenth-century palcontologists for the “miss-
ing link” that provides the biological transition from specchless ape
to speaking human. But it also opens the way for the totalitarian and
demacratic experiments on and around human nature that function by
excluding animal lifc from human lifc within human beings. Agamben
e =

dafe

ades. and instead of this innocuous paleontological find we will have
the Jew. that is, the non-man produced within the man, or the néomort
and the overcomatose person, that i, the animal separated within the
human body itsclf” (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 s iself humanized. Human beings who take an cssentially animal
form arc used to mark the constitutive outside of humanity proper
the infant savage, the wolf-man, the werewolf. the slave, or the barbar-
an. 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 s perfecly ironic and empty. It docs not func-
tion by it 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 life 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-
jeet” of biopolitics and further define the scope of its reach. Thus, in-
stead of drawing 2 new human-animal distinction, Agamben insists
that the disincton st 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 matr of asking which ofthe two machines . the modern or
premodern machine] ... i better or 3
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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 is it a necesary or even virtual possibility 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 promise of democratic humanism and Enli
modernism (the very traditions Agamben would have us leave behind)

10 reform. their and in-
t preciscly humanism that guards against the worst
excesses of totalitarianism and human rights abuses>

T 1 study of Agamben's work from this

angl
its novelty. The ovcrarching thesis of Agamben's work over the past dec-
ade s tht 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 machinc and in secking to
separate bare (animal) lfe from properly political (human) lfe. Exen if

li f barelis: (and
ences 1o Karen Quinfan and others make it clear that democracies are
acually far from succesful i such mattrs).they coninue unwicingly
“This hidden

ol Y specially
where the rule of law is suspended. ﬁx example. in the declarations of
sovercign 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
e, diclition. o expansion of messnies. democacy,nd o
political lfe.

Agamben’s work faces two i hall 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
likelysee as bya false dilemma be-

tween h

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

ope

d ic politics tits Other. This
and its humanist commitments into rrhnon with another lhmghl of
being-with O

1sh 1

hat ] believe Agamb gy pe
oy pet
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 warkzd out at both the theortical and concrete political feclin
ope

politics, I woul
raised by neohumanists and dmnxrnmmnm arevry diffcult o cir-
‘cumvent. Hi d d h Its are ind
ich historical constructs, with the intrinsic pomml 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 so:s to bring animals within the sphere of moral and

political do not 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 terrain, 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 . R
only appear tragicomic in light of the massive institutionalized 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 2
protracted debate over the merits of a reformist (welfarist) versus 2

hto animalis-

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 mmvl)' new economy of human-animal relations. While Agamben's
y labeled by erit pian inasmuch
5 i socke 8 cospléne rge o olitial hinkieg sind pusczces
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. Amyone who argucs that cxisting 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 sourccs of hope do we have that humanism and de-
mocracy (both of which arc grounded in an agent-centered conception
of subjectivity) can be radicalized or reformed so as to include and give
dicct consideration to beings beyond the human>*
Thus, when we consider the ethicopolitical starus of animal lifc,
the necessity for working toward a form of politics beyond the present




humanist. democgatc. and juridical onders becomes clear. Even Jaeques
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. are
bt oo o svansioe S, Lberos s gradual,

ly hartcr.  dec-

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

po Twish
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 powcrful and persuasive
That Agamben chooses to avoid this approach is indicative of a kind of
Targue that
if Agamben and other posthumanist approaches to politics are unable

machine will eassert 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 Concepts of Metaphysics and Parmenides
lecture courses, Agamben'sreading of these texts steses che prsin
ity of human Dasci I ife,as well s th

that binds human and animal i their shared “captivation” b,- 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 possibiitics
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
0 become bored: it has awakened from its own captivation to its own
captivation. This awakening of the living being 10 its own being

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

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

human Da-

scin is thrust into the “space” or opening of the umdny(al difference.

Th ypically

ertain moods such dbored ight grip
- b s d

way gs
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. Benommenhit, 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
of how the anthropological machine is at play throughout his
writings, inasmuch as Heidegger there secks 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 lfe in An Inradaction o
Metaphysics.

Teisarg, idegger
ew poliialor histoicel task for buman beings fhe did n fctrecog-
nize the error of doing so along nationalisti 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 ek-sistence). or the task
o thinking through the edemption of Being (hat i, e lcing be of
Being) that would occur were thi whe
assumed as such
Heidegger's 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 i for thi his work-—he
finds his inspiration in Walter Benjamin's writings. Agamben is partic-
ularly interested in Benjamin's notions of the “saved night” (O. 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 does 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 out of play” (0. 8). For

B the"saved night”
self,. e
ing place for he stage history is acted
out. Whe i ing i itisin
itself bl not in need of

ol 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 is. i their singular, irreparable maner. Such letting

be has no need. as it does in Heidegger. of passing through human logs
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his de 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 nonfr 1d beyond the dominant logic and
terms provided by the Western metaphysical tradition. And the over-
ardunguxk of TheOpenat et  have tied vnarg\n here, s precisely
bility In bricf.
ith. ical concept, thtis, with i meskey wreach

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 Commuity. 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 others of assuming Zarathustra’s task of remaining “truc 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 \lfpolmn areall.inone vay o an-
other, behold: fudi
our irreparablences The tak for thought,thea, would 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 nonhierarchical concept of the human. With re-
o bt i

s ifonly forthe simple i

mal. As | argued abon. Agamber's wriings ae 0 exception her. as
they fi lusively on the effects of the

various forms of animal life. Surely e ltter type ofam.lyns is needed
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 is.
perhaps lacks the pathos characteristic of the sharp rupture with previ-
ous political structures hinted at in Agamben's messianic poliics, but
it is every bit as necessary if we wish to develop a notion of commu-
ity that truly avoids the “lethal and bloody” logic of the anthropologi-

al machine. I the following chaptc, | ruen o the writngsof Jacques
. ethi-

clrond political dimensions of such a project
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The Passion of the Animal
Derrida
Andonceagin we arebck t the gestion of the anial.
JACQUES DERRIDA

INTRODUCTION

1n 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 ammal will always

ita thousand times, cither directly md:l-qud\ by munu\lnudmp
of ll the philosophers 1 have taken an interest in.*

This statement will likely appear odd both to longtime readers of Der
rida and to those readers who are familiar with debatcs in animal phi-
losophy. While Derrida's name and work have. in recent years, been
generally aligned with progressive political discourses and movements.
only rarely has the importance of his thought been recognized for is-
sues concerning animals. Indced. among the literaly 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 fower, ingers. How to account or this dispar-
ity? Is bo the question
of e and the animal mere hyperbel? 1t is not, haw are we t cxplain
the utter dearth of writings on this theme by his followers and critics? It
would be tempting to explain the disparity away by saying that Derrida
did not write explicily or at length on animals until the mid-1980s.




atime th: with th lled turn in his work.
But as tempting as this explanation might be- and it is not completely
Iacking in justification it does not square at all with Derrida’s own re

marks in the same 1997 essay.in which he says that the issue of animals
has been his concern all along and that he has been making “arguments
of a theoretical or philosophical kind, or in what we can call a decon-
structive style.” with regard to the question of the animal for a very long
time, “since [he] began writing in fact” (AIA, 401)

While 's fo off
gurd with respect to the importance of the qucstion of the animal in
his work, it is not difficult to demonstrate that this question is in fact
important and decisive throughout his vast oeuvre. From the very ear-
liest to the latest texts. Derrida is keenly aware of and intent on prob-
lematizing the anthropocentric underpinnings and oricntation 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 Derrida's concern with the question of the animal
is evident in his efforts to underscore the anthropocentric dimensions
of ontotheological humanism. He develops this eritical point primarily
in view of Heidegger's deconstructive engagement with the tradition,
which Heidegge
enceand sl presence playinthe deteminaion ofthe g of the hu-

man. 1f the kes for Heidegger in hi with
ontotheclogical humanism revolve around 3 mlhmhn‘ ofthebeing of
the human and its rol Being of beings,

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 o say, essential in an exclusive and binary sense) to human beings (1
claim that Heidegger
rogates the manner in which the logic of the proper functions to draw a
ple and red: 8 nd animal. Thas we
he term *human” gai
in relrion 1o a series of exchuded terms and identicis, foremost among
them nature and animality * Similacly, in Gles, Derrida underscores the
point that th eradition is
humanist and anthropocentric and that this tradition has as yet been
unable to come to grips with the “second blow” to human narcissism
thar 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 fac to task for its reliance upon anthro-
pocenric and rlgious noions o thecthical and the human and forits

1 di
Th i i ing of the human-
animal distinction, is one of the invariable themes in Derrid's writings

queston oftheanimal. Here Derrida "

empirically inaceurate but also overlok the various differences we ind
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 trid to cleanly and clarly separate human beings from
g single trai ics.or (fouse Derridas
“propers.” Entire essays and chapters of books have been devored to a
deconstruction of traits or capacities 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

discussd criticall ony i passing, Throughout these texs, i i clear
that Derridais h ionsof e human-
animal distinction and i ki rhink differes e

beings and animals in a nonhicrarchical and nonbinary way. I 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 thinking about differences between and among

tive project of trying to think otherwise about animal life and its place
in cthics 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 deconstructs, not as fully worked out as his critical and nega-
tive projects; nevertheless, there is a significant amount of material de-
voted 10 thistask that s reevant o tracking he question of the animal
in his work. Al
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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 (asis sometimes supposed) but rather a
thought of the Same-Other relation where the Same is not simply 2 hu
Atbottom, whxl
isa of life
iy, where life is alosinnd bt exclusively but broadly and inclusively,
ranging from human to animal and beyond. Stated in very bald terms.
Derrida thesis here seems to be tha wherever among life forms we find
something like an identity. there the play of difference. affect. inherit-
ance, response. and ill be at work. thereis
i i “kinds™
of beings are irreducibly caught up in the “same” network of differential
forces that constitute their modes of existence.
T 8Y ' k

he scope of ethical and palitical considerations. If

one of th
tradition has been that animals are incapable of cthics and politics and
thus all utside the scope of chical and politcal concern, then onc of
the main advances of Derridss

of ethics and politis that avoids repeating these standard theses. Here
again it is clear that the major political motifs and infrastructures of his
work from the mid-1980s forward (democracy to come, the gift, hos-
pitaliey. fiendship without friendship. the messanic. and so forth) are
not intended to exch heir scope. Indeed. not only d
Derrda explicitly extend these infrastructures o inclde animas.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
b ar. makes it clear that animal us with 2s much cthi-

cal force as human beings do. if not more



This thumbnail sketch of the broad range of themes and questions
concering 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-
riod, viz., Heidegger. Levinas, Lacan. Aristotle. Descartes. and Kant,
figure dircctly or indircctly in this chapter. it is worth noing that the

devoted to these think -h focu i 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 each 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 exposicion md patience to

P

this project shong with the texts devoted to reworking ofthe ontological

and philosophical tradition (point 3). Consequently, it will be easier to
o e cig I oy e

iti d h i ion informs and
is informed by the more complicated aspects of his 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 billons of animals i contempo-
rary society. His objection to the
to their senience (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 ¥ if 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 | Am.”
There e wrtes of an unprecedented ransformation n the reatmentof
o shinks

along two lines: increased 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
| ing, 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-
ated at an exponential rate. During this recent period, he notes that

traditional forms of treatment of the animal have been turned upside
down by the joint developments of zoological. ethological. biological.
and genetic forms of knowledge and the always inseparable technigues 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. artificial 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
i 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 1
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 scicnce 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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¥
been more of a question for thought in recent Continntal philosophy.
the context in which Derrida writes and is most often read. Whatever

agreed that Continental phillsophers 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 o ontology and epistemology. it s typically ethicopolitical mat-
ters that inform this turn. Thus, in reading such philosophers as Jirgen
Habeemas, Gianni Vattimo, Emmanuel Levinas. Jean-Frangois Lyotard,
Giorgio Agamben, or Phillipe Lacoue-Labarthe, one can readill recog-
nize that, at bottom, their work proceeds in response to one or another
of the cthical and political questions of our century. Given the European
site of Continental philosophy. the Nazi Holocaust is a common and
privileged referent for many of these thinkers. In view of the scope and

ofthe Nazi Holocaust. gi attention to the

appear at first blush to be highly w..mbk and to dare to equate or
compare the Nazi Holocaust with the mistreatment 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 careful readers. Lacouc-Labarthe. called the comparison *scandal-
ously inadequate.” and I believe that,in Heidegger's case atleast. sucha
judgment s correct (vhich i 0 sy i rgard o Heidegaee' hough the
quate because of|
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 violence toward human beings and animals as

ly
life (which. it would seem, is one of Lacoue-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
tha places human life always and everywhere i a higher rank over ani-
mallfe. Such y Y
jo rinrecent C d thi

the continuing rise and widespread presence of animal rights discourse
inboth philasophy and society at large.

no e




Perhaps the issuc of violence toward animals can provoke thought in
this philosophical context onlyif it is compared with the worst forms of
interhuman violence. Deerida briefly discusses the comparison of hu-
man and animal genocides in order 1o 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-
s between misanchropy and hateed of animals. Here, oo, such pro-

" N

posal

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

flsc analogisinasmuch s here ar significant and iveducible differ
nd 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 thar such com-

'8

and mnnl weight than animal life. and thatitis pmuel) b«zn! uf\'hu

ndeuobrdmal\k"
As I mentioned above, Derrida 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
h d |- ey

Took the singular situation and suffcring of enimals. In so doing, he im-
plicitly 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-
et o lenst widh L dani




gemxndes ot simply  savage human chainism bot rather o ttnd
‘animals. 1t is with this

sim in mind thar Derrida wil

neither abuse the figure ufymnde nor consider it explained away
Forit ge
is indeed in process. but it is mcurm\gv.hmu‘]\ the organization and
exploitation of an artificial, infernal, virtually interminable survival,

outside of every supposed norm of a life proper to 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. gypics, and homoscxuals by means of artificial insemination.
0 that, being more numerous and better fed. thy could be desined

of geoetic experimentation o cxtermination by gas o by e, 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
all such commparimcns shookd be sl priced o0 the grounds that
I portant and of more
\-al\w d.a.. animal mf(enng The very difficult task for thought here is
10 bear the burden of thinking through both kinds of suffcring in their
P gularity
ics at work wherc 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 centuries 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 artention to the concomi-
tant increase in the presence and force of the so-called animal protec-
tion movement. He describes this alternative force, which s itself not
utterly free of violence toward animals (a point to which I shall rerurn
below) as comprising “minority. weak, marginal voices.little assured of
their discourse. of their right to discourse and of the enactment of their
discourse within the law.” voices whose aim s “to awaken us to 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 counterforce of animal protection on the other—as en-

gaged pity 3
ward animals. There is no doubt for Derrida that this is an “unequal™
struggle, with the animal protection and animal rights movements be-

in the minoriey ore in the struggle. Bt he question that be offcs

hing “hypothesis™

struggle between the force of violence and the counterforce of the ani-
‘mal protection movement,is that regardless of the incquality and over-
determined nature of this struggle. we are nevertheless living through
 moment where this struggle has become. to use a Derridean turn of
phiase, ncmoarmab,unciccumvenble (o thought. The question of
violence become
one of the leading questions o age m war between violence and
compassion is thus

g through acitcal phase. We are pasing through that phase

ighus. To think aging
nmnnly:dm d obl itisal ty.a
like itor nor.
Hencelorth and more thancver And Lsay " <o think" thiswar 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

ly y
within ‘Whether the animal d
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and
practice in regard to animals. one m. offcﬂ- ﬁ...d.m.al challenge

i artcsue Desnis posion f cono existing dis
courses in animal ethics.

n " B
mals contain a positive ethicopolitical dimension. How. preciscly. docs
B of Derrida’s work m debates i the field

mal ethics? Although Derrida does not specifically mention the work of

such philsophers s Pete Singesand Tom Regan, i s clear s be i
h

Elizabeth Roud; pmid,

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

i 1 an dicts are nutritionally deficient).

spected f kill
and cat one another. why ;u..um-e) In addition. hmphml) states
his gencral sympathy and

this interview and in other places in his writing. To be sure, Derrida’s
discourse on the concrete ethical and political stakes of animal rights
is nowhere near as refined as the arguments and positions outlined by
Sings and Regan and ovher thinkers in Anglo-American philosophy.

y that hi

important ways with the mai based
animal ethics, whatcve the theoreteal and ethicaldiffcrences between
these two approaches (and there are many).

My suspicion is that many of Derrida’s i inclined
readers get frustrated at this point with his work. Why docs he not go
on to outline 2 concrete political platform and provide a rigorous ethi-
cal theory as a ground for this platform? Besides the problem with sec
ing theory as informing practce in any strsightforward manner (for
Derrida,
itis important t undertand that Derrida's work I primarily simed ¢
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calling nto 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 mmngemml 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 1 e prsen circumstances under which animals live
and die ith the animal ri
precisely because it is engaged in trying to limit violence mmrd vy
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 tatgies, Derrida advoates a contestual o s

Ethics and
politics would be amatt
cumstances, view of a “maxi-
mum respect” (V4. 73)foranimals Heoff:nmovcru(hmgpmgrnmof
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 doub 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 1
a concrete position in the ficld of animal rights as well as a contestation
of philosophical anthropocentrism. Up to this point, 1 have outlined
rht basic aspects of Derridas concrete ethicopoliical positon n view
i thics. In order to gaina.
ﬁ.u« picture of Deridas rhouﬂn 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 treated as mere things, and
he states his grief over the fact that a great portion of humanity reccives
the same poor and unehinking reatmen s animls * For Bentham.
there can b
uman beingsor animals. and his hope i that one day such fnjustice
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 Temay y
o egs. ity in, or the
', are. fi
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 tall> but, Can they sffr?**
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Peter Singer takes this passage as one of his central inspirations in Awimal
Liberation, pressing Bentham's consequentialist. sentience-based hedonic
uilarianism ioto he servce ofhis v form of preference wiltarian-

revolves around the i e p——
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, etc), for the presence or
absence of these traitsis irelevant 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
® i

Gi it
he would endorse the basic position advanced by Bentham and Singer
and that he would aso subscribe to the surface dimensions of the logic
And yet, Derrida
4 remarks
(nor does he mention Singer's work., with which he is almost certainly
familiar). Rather. he focuses on how Bentham's question (‘The ques-
tion is not, Can they Can they Can they sufer”) has
the potential ing both the ontological and proto-cthical
dimensions of the question of the animal
With regard to the proto-cthical dimension of this question that 1
have been unpacking, Derrida would have us read Bentham's focus on
suffering in a way that s rather different from Singer's Rather than ex-
 capacity to fe i

og pref-
erences for certain states of affairs over others, Derrida uses Bentham's
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 are not the final foundation
of animal echics. In other words, the question of the animal as it posed
herethat is. of whether an animal can suffer and how much moral
weight that
al elarions with animals, Rather, the question poiats toward snd con-
tains within itself the trace of something more basic: an interruptive
encounter with animal suffering that calls for and thouy




As such, the discursive guestion of the animal s already a resporse to some
thing or some event that has preceded it. Whether or not such an event
is explicily remarked by Bentham or other animal echicist. the ques-
tion nevertheless testifies o 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
imal cths g the 4 of the animal
interruptive encounter with other animals, Derrida is. of course, link-
g is thought with Levinav's discourse on cehis, which also takes i
Other. But, as
Dcrmla s wzll e, Levinas more o lss it his though o the face

b v,, b b aildenss fr

in Levinas'sd as well as th that re-

main tributary 0 the anthropocenteic obit of Levinas’s writings. The
ief poi . for Derrida,

ical debs N iy £ I
ity in onc’s moral reasoning, To be sure. these things have theirplace in
ind policy, bu on ration-

ality and argument in animal cthics 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
“capaciy” forsufering 2 by an encounter with an animalsnabilty or
incapacity id
ing. Much a5 Levinas ofin locates the dumpuvg power of the face in
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 suffer is no longer a power. it is a possbility without
power, a possibiity of the impossible. Mortality resides there, as the
‘most radical means of thinking the fnitude that we share with ani-
mals, the mortality that belongs to the very finitude of life. 10 the ex-
perience of compassion. to the possibility of sharing the possibility
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of this nonpower, the possibilty of this impossibiliy. the anguish of
this vulnerability and the vulnerability of this anguish.  (A1A. 396)

Thus. on Derrida’s reading, Benthams question does not send us di-
ectly or simply in the dircetion of argumentation and debate over the
nature, extent, and moral weight of animal suffering. That has been the
dominan reception of his question in the Anglo-American philosophi-
cal tradivion. and it is hs led o an corire fied of inquiry focused on
suffer this can

ofthese emprical findings aee. 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 serve an important ethical and political purpose. But
they also tend to deficct the more difficult and disruptive dimensions of
human-animal relations, especially the finitude and embodicd

n... human beings share with animals

itis in onder to ot that -m foree of the encounter with the “Face” of
- he insists.
firm or deny the animal's rx.. mm ‘we respond afrmatisly o the
encounter or disavow it. Both responses-negation and affirmation
testify to the encounter'sforce and to the fact that the vulnerability and
expressivity of the face pierce and affect us. It is this structure of af.
fect that cannot be denied and that philosophy has had such difficuly
incorporating. Modern philosophy. truc to its Cartesian and scientific
aspirations, is interested in the indubitable rather than the undeniable
ilosophers 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 equal par with human suffering. But the
conditions of possibility for this debate are the coexposure and shared
finitude 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 enough to give rise to the “war” over compassion toward
animals Derrid' thinking herescems 1 be that working through the
question of the fevel. pr




1 d

und politi

and rorien thought long alicrnativelincs 10 s in this sense that he
argues that
e phlosophica qessonofte it
fear or panic. ight that

humans witness in certain 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 por
sion, cven i s then misunderstood,repressd, or denicd, el 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.
(A14.396-7)

‘What would 1
gan from and passed through this mg“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 o amimals. One of the more provocativ aspecs of Derrida’s ap-

h f the animal, and
s thought from Levinass, i that he docs not it th interraptive
capacity of the animal simply to its vulnerability and susceptibility to
wounding and suffering, While vulnerability is no doubt an exemplary
“ste” of interruption. one should not mistake this exemplary mode of
exposure for the torality 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 I Am.” It will be useful for my purpose
here of trying to understand Derrida's thought on the question of the

130 THE PASSION OF THE ANINAL DERRIDA



animal to digress from the gencral account and examine this particular
moment in his text with some carc. My aim here will be to gain a better
anderstanding of the proco-cehical dimensions of his thought but also

how this di gives rise o Derrida’s

frontation

AFTER ALL Tuis Tive

In framing his discussion of this peculiar encounter with a cat, Derrida
asks:“Depuis e temps, peaton dire que Laniml nows egarde>” (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 has been our concern?” n asense.this i the question we have
Has the q

issue in Derrida work “depuis e temps,” despite the lack of artention given
0 it by many of his readers? | have tried to argue thus far that it is no
doubr the case that Derrida has long been concerned with the status
of animals. not only in the history of philosophy 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 Thercfore | Am. he casts  glance
backat his pr Is Thi wa
singular event  the event of finding oneself under the gaze of the other
animal. Perhaps all of Derridas writings on animals bear  trace of such
events

Derrida’s “example” of the event at issue here is an encounter with
a cat o, to be more precise. an encounter with the gaze of a cat. And
not just any cat. Derrida is quick to 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 example, in Baudelaire’s or Rilke's poctry or in Buber's
reflections on the cat’s gaze  The cat that Derrida is talking about here




is "a real car, truly, believe me, a e ca..... It docsn't silently enter the
room as an allegory for all the cats on carth, the felines that traverse
myths and religions, lterature and fables” (AA. 373). And nor is it just
any gaze. The gaze that this little cat directs toward him occurs at an
extremely odd moment: when he s stark naked. It occurs, Derrida tells us.
when the cat follows him into the bathroom to cat 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 oneself naked. one’s sex exposed, stark naked
bcfore a cat tha looks at you without moving,just tosc... [Hmn
have] the single, i

that would come from sppearing in truth raked, infrone of the o
sistent gaze of the animal. a benevolent or pitiless gaze. surprised or
cognizant. (AIA.372)

It i with this moment in mind, when he inds himsclf caught naked
under the gaze of a cat and ily able to overcome hi

barrassment, that Derrida asks himself the autobiographical question
that will glud(' his relcctions for “The Autobiographical Animmal” con-
‘Whoam 1 at thi:

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

Whence this malaise? (A1A.373)

Although Derrida docs not mention it, we know the Nictzschean re-
sponsc to this question: that we are ashamed of being scen 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 god Europeans can scarcely dispense
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with either clothing or morality for covering up this shameful animal
and making it apear respectable- 1 doubr very much that Derrida
Aaims here, and he as much
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 fecls when caught naked by the gaze of his cat ~and I sus-
pecthe s notalone n this fecling s the shame that omes from being
justlik 1. in the face of the
orhee's gaze. Naked 352 jaybird. i you will
And yet this quasi-Nietzschean response raises its own questions.
What docs it mean to say that one is “naked as an animal™> Can we say,
in all rigor, that an animal s naked. that s. 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 1 a fecling of
shame on our pare> As Derrida notes, it is generally belicved that only
human beings are capable of being or existing as naked because only we
know what nudity is as such. Clothing oneself would thereby figure in
the list of man's essential *propers” or properties, those unique qualities
and characteristcstha disinguish human beings from 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. ethics. 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 feeling of shame in being caught naked would
only serve to confirm his human uniqueness. The fact that he fecls this
shame when under the gaze of an animal is rather odd but can perhaps
be explained away as a category mistake. 2 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 3 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 itsel>”




(AIA. 374). To be crtain of what is taking place in this particular in-
stance requires placing one’s trust in a set 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. however awkwardly. i somehing for which :xunng modes of

not particularly
lae "ca” 2 an bsolutely unique and ireplaceable ntiy. one whose un-
canny gaze cannot find its substitute in the gaze of another animal

If L 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 cters my space, en-
ters this lace wher i can encounter e, sec me. cven s me naked
me the y
here is an existence that refuses to be conceptualized [rebelle & out
concept] (A14.378-79)

This has been one of Derrida’s central questions since his earliest work.
namely how to rfer i language and concepts 1 that 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 to 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, Deerida has
hroughou his work.instead sought to compliaie radicional heories of
reference of questions
that concern not of employing redh guage to
refe o the Other,but sl finding a nonreductive way to mark the cf-
fecs of the Other within the vry disconrses (fr example.philosophy)

ded on a forgetting of y of the other.

In insisting on the unsubstitutable singularicy of the cat. then. Der-
rida is contesting the possibiity of fully reducing this particular cat to
an object of knowledge, whether philosophical or otherwise. Derrida
docs ot know wheo 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. Im mad. You'e mad” (AIA. 379). When teying
10 answer the autobit “Who am 12
of madness. Derrida, not surprisingly. finds a properly “philosophical”
response to 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 to decrmine. fo the “I"whecher i is conceved n tems of

the subject. cogito. unity of
tal g, o slf consciousness i not flly there to s)mbﬁ\uav\dmk
sense of the experience. The I, strictly ly aficr such

“mad” moments of exposure to the other animal. The question “Who
am 13" thus seems, for Derrida to necessitate a rather paradoxical an
swer. “*1 am inasmuch as 1 am gfier the animal’ or ‘I am inasmuch as I
am dlongsde the animal ™™ (AIA. 379).

In terms of the proto-ethical dimensions of this encounter. then. we
can say that according to Derrida’s account 1 come to myself and arrisc
ar self-consciousness only in and through other animals, that is, other
living bei imal, oc ot d

not obey the laws of the Hegelian dialectic of recognition: rather. they
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oceur in a time and space that precedes and gives fise to the possibil-
ity of any recognition. Such encounters are specifically proto-ethical
that 1 affirm, or say “yes.” to the Other before | can negate or disavow
the Other's impact. The Other leaves a trace of the shock of encoun-
ter within me, and how I respond to thar trace - whether 1 affirm or
negate, avow or disavow-constitutes ethics, properly speaking The
main stakes of Derrida’s work on the question of the animal is to insist
tha cthical thought i relation to animals begins in and attests to such
proro-cthical encounters —which is to say, animal echics is not simply
amatter of theoretical consistency and rationality

ANIMAL SUBJECTS

At this point, we arc in a better position to cxamine the ontological di-
mensions of Derrida's thought. which. as I previously mentioned. are
among the most difficult aspeets of his work on the question of the ani-
mal. The focus 1 have just given o the autobiographical component of
the question of the animal scrves as a uscful avenue for accessing the
salient ontological issues inasmuch as the questions concerning subjec-
tivity and madness | 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 “eventlike naure of the en-
counter and the way in which its force jumbles his experience of time,
self and being This kind of encounter with the alerity of another ani-
mal helps to expose the limitations and shortcomings of our existing
philosophical language about animals as well as corresponding cthical
and political theorics, whether pro- or anti-animal.
1F dominant forms of ethical theory—from Kantianism to care eth

ies to moral rights theory -are unwilling to make a place for animals
within their scope of consideration. it is clear that emerging theories of
ethics that are more open and expansive with regard to animals are able
1 develop their positions only 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 to struc-

hical theory. such I universaliz-
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ability,sclf and other. reciprocity. and so forth. Most of these categories
mylurc i anditis

aimals.Second, pro-aninal heorits are re Further obliged to prescnt us
with an idea of s that views
able terms, which in today’s philosophical climate amounts to ientific”
and *biological” terms. Animals are not viewed as fundamentally alien
to human language and concepts but rather as coextensive with the sci-
entific discourses that purport to describe them. Consequently. animal
ethicists rarcly make recourse to poctic, literary, or artistic descriptions
of animals —descriptions that might help us to see animals otherwise.
whichis 10 say. otherwise than the perspectives offered by the biological
sciences, common sensc. o the anthropocentric “wisdom” of the ages.

What these two limitations amount to, in short, are a set of quasi-
invisible constraints that guide animal ethics and politics in a scem-
ingly predestined dircetion. The overarching aim of pro-animal theo-
rists seems to be, first, to demonstrate that one or another longstanding
ethical theory should (logically. definitionally. or conceptually) include
saimals witin s scope and.second. 0 s this erbica rmework 1o

for full standing for animals wi gal and po-

Imﬂl sphere. 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
i such a common way of thinking about animal cthics 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
i at stake in this kind of thinking and strategy? How docs it both open
and foreclose ccrtain ethical and political possibilitics> How might it
unwittingly create new forms of exclusion and hicrarchics? Does it do
justice to animals? Docs it do justice to humans? Morcover. can we and
should we rely on cither common sense or scientific accounts of what it
means to be “human” or “animal "> Are cither of these terms adequate
for cthico-political thought and practicc>

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

h
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 20 shogeter orsbmsocialy diffcrent conception of cthics. Surely.
nature of heory and
practce should be held in decp suspicion by those who arguc on behal
ofthe excluded and degraded. However preciscly the opposie has been
ism. The same
kinds of linc drawing, exclusions, and valu 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
b The inch
(and, we should note that not all animals arc 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 manner. 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 taks most
serious mistske thethas occurredin 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 as 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 or less
useful strategy with both beneficial and p
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
undercore borh for siuating Derrida in the wider contet of Coni-
nental ical thoughe (which is negative
about snimal and ethic) and in onler 1o underscone the affrmative
and cthical impetus of his work. there st esst in my esimtion
about his explici political positions on issucs

involving animals or the manner in which they are articulated. In fact,
as 1 noted, many readers familiar with Anglo-American philosophical
debates o the isueswill kel be frustrated withhisunwillingness o
pe y about these i d o clabo-
rate his postions in more detail

Where Derridss thought s become rther novel and provocaive
with regard to the

ethics and th hich we might begin to i them. At
thislevel, d: ds hat 1
as the g bl * that guide progr about

animals and that rebind these potentially liberatory discourscs to the
metaphysica radiion they seck o displace.The guding head o this

subjectiviy”

that D

Inline with these theorists many of Derrid'scarist texts were dedi-

cated con:
phy in the form of hysics of “presence.” where

por
presence is understood in terms of self-presence (lucid and transparent
self-consciousness) and presence to the other (an other that s ultimately

h . in the most
gmml sense, to demonstrate rlm m discourses .|m have pretensions

of “statc” (terruption, ltj’?nn« mwum.um, zndwfo"h)zrcm
variably
anotion of ’hnnnn

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

the human, through

more o s divec and transparen acces 0 sl and the ober and is
bl he other. In the West-

emn philosopbical tzaditon,this notion of the Juran has served cope-
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cially requently a5 means of disinguishing humans from nonhuman
animals, which,itis argucd. | . language.
and other capacities that wwldzllowﬁwpvncnm

Rather than displacing this anthropocentric metaphysics of wb;«~

animal to the traditionsl model of the human. I is ofien argued lhzx
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 nasmuch as ey, ke hman beings,ae “sbjects of alie” He

dividual,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 aslived. 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 that his theory of animal rights strictly applics only to mam-
mals one year of age and older * Although Rzpn has no desire 1o use
his theory setof ill pla
s g el i o s o wora ook (e argucs
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 true for many human beings. And. if we grant privileged
moral status to those beings with a certain kind of subjective life, then
the logical conscquences wihin this moral framework are clear: those
beings
This logic and the consequences (hierarchical, exclusionary 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 precisely 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 arc 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 di
anthropocentric and metaphysical horizon that i grounded on bussa
h he d o rying o re-
form lling it radically
part of animal rights theorists

D

differcnt 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 of subjectivity has been constituted historically. Thus far 1
on the aspects of the hysics of sub-
jectivity. but Derrida 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). mascule (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 oeher Ochers who are taken tobe lacking in onc or anather
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 cifcct. And the
uhimate point that these authors scek to make s 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 essential
10 the seructure of subjectivity. which is also to say to the founding of
the intentional subject ™ The subject, typically male, “accepts 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- o herself to be a vegetarian? The chef must
be an eater 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
and exclusionary toward all beings deemed to be nonsubjects, especially
animals. As such, Derridas 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 0 as to overcome them and think through and
beyond them

Given that a politically progr haps
diret challenge to <arno phallogocentrism, it might scem that this
practicc is the cthicopolitical telos of Derrida’s thought on the question
of the animal. As we have scen, 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 argues that

C: ism s not a di ion of Being

resistance is futile; it is a mutually reinforcing network of powers,
schemata of domination, and investments that has to reproduce it-
self 0 tay i exisence. Vegetrianismis not jus about sbstiuting
beans for bee: it i e

ance to that low the

(and ghosts and cries and suffering) to which I have b«n yl‘ldmglo
have their say [Wood is referring to a number of issues he has raised
carlier in his essay—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 ({fit exists, as
he always adds) is justice. understood s a passion for the impossible and
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a relation with an alerity 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 thi alignment alo has the effct ofym{«ung
. if thatis

ctrianiam to be (lke justice) un-deconsructible Wood himself docs
nor offer much in the way of a deconstruction of vegetarianism. and in
this he mirrors much of “progressive” discourse on “cthical vegetarian

ism 1 is often assumed by ethical vegetarians that vegerarianism is a

d ideal. one ths

kind of violence toward animals and that substantially challenges the
xising anhropocentri thicopoltcl rder

e 1 would certainly not want to disparage the efforts of vegetar-
s to limit iolence toward animalsin llmrpcnnnzl Vi and in pub-

animal, | think it s important also fo underscore that egeaanin

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 subjcc-
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 practics
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 essay. inasmuch as the latter dict is, when approached ethically. far
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more rigorous, as it
| i ) Simply track
ing the processes by which one’s food gets o the table is cnough to disa-
buse any consumer of the notion that a vegetarian dict is “cruchry free.”
Assuch,a vegearian dict within the context of advanced., industrial so-
cieties is, at best. a si hall i udes and
tices toward animals. but it remains far from the kind of ethical ideal it
is sometimes purported o be.Second.there areanhe ehicalsabes in-

mal byproducts has on :mmzls All diets, even organic and vegearian
dicts. b
the haman belngs who produce and hasvest food. Conseuently, Fwe
consider cthical vegetarianism to constitute an cthical stopping point
these other concerns will be overlooked. And it is preciscly these other
concerns. concerns about other, often-oserlooked forms of violence, that
should also impassion a deconstructive approach to the question of the
animal

Although these critical 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 cthics and politis, one that he asso-
ciates with “interventionist violence™ (AIA. 394) against animals. The
violence at issue here takes a symbolc rather than literal form. and this
symbolic violence against animals. Derrida seems to think, is one of the
maost pressing philosophical and metaphysical ssues 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 docs 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-
ctarians 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 cthical questions concerning eaing, incorporation. and vio-

. like Levinas,

opening to the Other (for Levinas, this occurs at the level of the saying,
whereas in Derrida it is associated with his affirmative infrastructures,
such as Come, yes and pldge) he docs not believe that a wholly nonviolent
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relation with the Other is possible. On his line of thought, violence is
irreducible in our rclations 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 to the
Other, the Other must —to some extent —be appropriated and violated,
even ifonly symbolically Honw does one respec the singularity of the
© I Any act

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
all forms Rather. the aim dere

pletcly

Other. T out
apriori as structurally impossible. And for Derrida. this should signal a
bstantial ch he ethical quest T

mple. the cthical “How do  achicve
an ethically pure. cruclty-free dict>” but rather, “What is the best, most
respectful. most gratcful, and also most giving way of relating™ to an.
imals and other Others. The latter approach lies at the bottom of an
animal cthics that is nmpznmd by an ideal of maximum respect for

animals and

of any sort.

LETTING GO

1 have ar this point arrived at a juncture where | can turn to the heart
of Derrida’s thought on the question of the animal —the point where
Derrida critically engages traditional anthropocentric and ontotheo-
logical 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. | began by suggesting that the question of the animal is by no
means a minor aspect of Derrida's thought but is in fact a central ques-
tion throughout his writings. from the carlicst to the most recent. This
point is made cvident by examining the way in which many of Derrida’s
“infrastructures” are formulated so as to include both human and non

human lifc forms. and noticing that his carly and recent texts on eth-
s have consistently made a place for animals. | further argued that
Derrida's writings make clear that he holds a concrete thicopolitical



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 argments 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
Derridas 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, I 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
s
discourse on animals and the human-animal distinction. The specific
reasons for this preponderant focus on Heidegger (as opposed o, 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 Derrida's main focal point in
claborating the question of the animal ot simply because Heidegger
looms large in the background of his thought but because Heidegger's
critical analysis of humanism is the best developed critique in the phil-
osophical tradition —and a critique that showld have opened on to the
larger question of anthropocentrism in a more profound manner. That
Heidegger's critique of humanism never led him to think more critically

por
is o say. for much of Continental philosophy); additionally. Heidegger's
resistance to displacements of anthropocentrism (in thinkers such as
Nictzsche, Darwin, and Rilke and in twenticth-century Lebensphilosophic
more generally) allow the reader to see very clearly where the dogmas
of anthropocentrism function in his work (and in s t philos-
ophy that has remained within the orbit of his thought). Derrida has
drawn explict attention to 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, this is no minor claim on Derrida’s part. for it suggests that one
of ifnotthe. i gger'sthinki
mality. And given the eritical 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
eritical readings of Heidegger on animality began most famously with
his series 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 k 1920 and 1930. hy w©
which 1 have already devored 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 Dasein and the *perishing” that belongs to animals and other living




Rk g gnesd hof th
with Heidegger i
fmnd in cRge’ s d w"")
i he mulcipli led “animal
'When questoned sbout his strategy of complicatng binary op-
positions and whether this complication is meant to crasc oppositions
and form an undifferentiated. homogenous group comprising human-
animals. Derrida insists that he is not at all intcrested in blurring dif-
ferences but i instead teying to re-mark differences that have been re-
duced. denied. or overlooked. He cxplains that

if'you draw a single or two single lines [berween animals and human
beings). then you have homogenous scts of undifferentiated socie-
ties. or groups. or structures. No. no | am not advocating the blurring
of differences. On the contrary. | am trying to 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 societies. and.
within the animal socicties and within human society itsel, 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

asan nstance of The Animal”a homogencous, esentialis, and reduc-
cgory

“animal " As |
of Heidegger, Levinas, and Agamben, the philosophical tradition has
been particularly egregious in this respect and has only rarely accorded
or given attention to the singularity of animal life. Inasmuch as Derrida
seeks to contest this kind of simplistic thinking about animals, I think
his work is to be applauded —for the kind of reductionism he criticizes
remains rampant both in Continental and analytic philosophical circles
and in dominant discourses and institutions. In order to disrupt and

spls
anda Derrid hcould. 1 believe, play
But the question that needs to be addressed is: What, precisely. is




Derrid recommending in e ofthse eductive binarics I e simply

% tradition, or he i way
an eye toward - domin.
animals? In short. | want to ask (lcp:rlphrz:c Nietzsche): Are new idols
here. oris it simply ones
Ieis clear from unpubli on

Derridais very much i 1
ternative thought of animals. The best place to find his considered views
on this issue 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” (A14. 397). In order to develop
ife, it would necessary toattend
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 institutional forces at work around and
along this border? Derridasinterventions in the history of metaphysi
ald these mecha-
nisms and highlighting the domiitns snd hegemonic dogmes arthin
field of thought. But even on the most generous reading, i is clear that
Derrida’s work has only scratched the surfice 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 becs, 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 thatone 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 lw his disinceion
ber of
Not only would this project further descdiment S
‘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, it is clear that he

ateway
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 othcrwise about animals lics the necessity of developing an
alternative ontology of animal lfe. an ontology in which the human-

1d s called radically i 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
analtermatie onologica thought and 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 a heterogencous series of
beings and relationships. Thus, rather than

“the Amimal” or “Animal Life” there i already 2 heterogencous mul
tiplicity of the living, or more precisely (since to say “the lving” s al-

ready o say
+elacios becweea i il déad, selucionsof 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
19705, What we find here is a relational and machinic ontology of sin-
gularities, one that is informed as much by Nietzschean and Deleuzean
materialism 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. 1f what we call “animal life”
is constituted by a *heterogencous multiplicity” of entitics and a “multi-
plicity of organizations of relations” between organic and inorganic life
forms, then what sense can be made of an insuperable division between
human and animal> Do not “human beings” belong to this multiplicity
of beings and relations> Are we t belicve that human beings are some-
how exempt from the play of differences and forces. of becomings and
relations? Are not “human beings” sliding constantly along a serics of
differences, including those that are thought to separate human from
animal, animal from plane, and life in gencral from death? In bricf,
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

Bt do Derrida's omlogical refecions lead him 10 abandon the
I ion altogeth dy seen Agamben's
argument for the abandonment of this distinetion in view of its role in

essentially political and. in the last analysis. anthropocentric, although
1 have tried to suggest that his arguments can be read and applied to-
ward nonanthropocentric ends. It would seem, based on what we have
scen thus far, that Derrida’s work might add a kind of nonanthropocen-

h ben's political
arguments. On the ethical level. Derrida would have us understand the
proto-ethical reations between 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 cthical relation as well as the beings who are them-
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essary is a question | have examined in my reading of Levinas. But with
regard to Derrida, we can see that the singularity and singular relations
characteistic of human-animal cthical encounters should trouble our
g

hicalthought On the ontologicaleve,
lational and machinic ontology that attends to the muhlph(ll) offorms
of animal (and human) life and the relational structures in. among, and
between the various forms of animal (and human) lfe. To my mind. the
chief conclusion to be drawn from Derrida’s analysisis that the human-
animal distinction is. strictly speaking, nonsensical. How could a simple
(or cven a ighy reined) bm:r) disiction speuschdoig jusice 1o
here? I am not sug-
gesting, of course. m.' ﬂm ia hnpng or set of concepts that could
accurately capture the ontological and ethical vision thar Derrida is
proposing (and it is not all lear to me that “capturing” and refcrencing
reality are the ultimate tasks here). There can be no doubr, as Georges
Bataille notes, that the world is always richer than language" and that
language will always fail to do justice to the world. But there are failures
and thre are falures. The human-animal distinction i o clumsy and
awkward, so lacking n ri
bave for phlphers, who 0 ofenprdethewcres o e igor o thic
(mk(‘pn Surdy De
) gh on the impl of his echical and ontological analyses,
mu bring us to the conclusion that the human-animal distinction
should be abolished o, at the very least. be treated with considerable
caution and suspicion

In his debate with John Searle. Derrida makes these very same points
concerning the issue of making rigorous distinctions. When Searle ac-
cuses Derrida of insisting on distinctions being rigorous if they are to
function as distinctions (Scarle 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
tinctions function for a philosopher if not rigoroush>

Among al the accusations that shocked me coming from [Searles]
pen ... why is it tha this one ['unless a distinction can be made
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the most incomprehensible to me? ... What philosopher ever since
there were philosophers. what logician ever since there were logicians.

: P
(for we are speaking of concepts and not of the color of clouds or the
: AT e

or precise, itis not a distinction aall

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-
cepesthat pen up ew possbiltiesfor thoughtand pracice And true
to this li \g. Derrida offers end of
“The Animal That Therefore 1 Am.” In a play on le\c s aumb.o

‘graphical text, Ecce Homo, Derrida speaks i his essay (presented atacon-
ference entitled “The Autobiographical Animal”) of the “animor.” Rather
than beholding “the man,” Derrida encourages us to behold the animor,
ecce animot. Why this particular neologism, “animot™> First, animot sounds
like animaux, animals in the plural. Derrida wants us to hear in the term
animot animals in their plural singularity rather than their generality
(i.e., The Animal). To behold. and even be struck and wonder about, this
plural“yoffam.l modes,and elarions o animaliesone of th

hat has worked
to block. The neologism animot also contains within ﬂml!ﬂm 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 denied to animals. Derrida has nointerest 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 length). But he is inter-
ed i hat the *lack” of human | i

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 animals,is the dogmatic and anthropocentric prejudic that Derri-

q
And yet, despite the destabilization of the human-animal distinc-
tion on the proto-ethical level; the cw\u-mmn oﬁhu distinction on
level: and th prand
thought of “animality” as “animot” - despite all vﬁhu. Derrida resolutely
refuses to abandon the human-animal distinction. Now, the reasons
for this refusal are rather complicated. and 1 will attend to them in due
course. But 1 want o note up front that I take Derrida’s insistence on
maintaining 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 carefully here, for Derrida’s writings (despite whatever
shortcomings they might have) are rarely dogmatic. But I believe that
on this particular issue, the criticism is apt. Before examining the rea-
sons behind Derrida’s refusal, allow me to cite three representative pas-
sages from his work on the issue of the human-animal distinction. The
first is from the “second hypothesis™ presented in “The Animal That
“Therefore | Am™

1 won't take it upon myself for a single moment to contest that the
sis .. the thesis of “philosophical or common sense” that there is a
limit between human beings and animals]. nor the rupture or abyss
between those who say “we men.” 1. 2 man. and what this man among.
men who say “we.” what he cals the animal or animals. 1 won't take it
upon myself for a single moment to contest that thesis. nor the rup-
ture or abys between this “I-we” and what we call animals. To sup-
pose that 1. or anyone else for that matter, could ignore that rupture.
indeed that abyss, would mean first of all blinding oneself 10 so much

idence and, as far as my own mods d.it

would mean fogerting all thesigns hat 1 ave sough t give.

lessly.of my

and abyssal

1 have thus never believed in some homogencous contis

what calls iscf man and what he calls the animal (A1A. 398)

Ty isd from ida’s i Elisabeth
Roudinesco. With regard to the division or distinction drawn between

“attached.”
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ing that i ight to insist on
his di d

Derifsnowsthachicepesls

ot onlyof ne 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], | 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 legapbﬂw«nlhe higher primates” and

“higher primates” .mdmhcr.mm:.k (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 2 “rupture,”
an *abyss.” and a “radical * separating
i Derrida’s “Geschlcht” essay:
the essay “Geschlecht 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 failing o pmrvnde any kind of scrious scicntific and
ion to support the claims of an abyssal ruptus

Is Dcmdz not doing preciscly the same thing here> What evidence
is given in support of the claim that there is a rupture or abyss between
human and animal> To be sure. “so much contrary evidence” is men-
tioned. but the
essay orany gs. And why nov>
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i this evidence were presented systematically and opened up to eritical
analysis? Could it not. then, be critically interrogated., as 1 have done
throughout this book (and using many of Derrida’s own arguments).
10 the point where the distinction and distinctions drawn between hu-
man and animal were seen as (at best) chumsy at an empirical. cthical.
rid cheological levél and &
Might it be that this contrary evidence. if subjected to rigorous analy-
sis across several registers might render it impossible to make 3 rigorous
human-animal distinction impossible>
So where, precisely, are these divisions supposed to lie? Derrida has
imself cast doub on e idea that anyof e rdiiona propers”ofthe
id ly to belong to the human alone. but he docs
mmndm from this demonstration that “we must renounce identify-
ing a proper of man'™ (VA, 66). But if none of the traditional “propers”
of man (language, consciousness. society. tool use, etc) hold rigorously.
what can be offerd in their place? Does Derrda have another way of
I division that is
1 the texts tha are pescntly availabke, no sch miﬂwmg is 10 be
found. Consequently. i 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 o affirmatively) their radical finitude. In
other words,the differences between human beings and animals would
responsivity and respon-
sibilt (i other words,in the expericnce o the afrmation or egation
of exposure) that Derrida seems to believe are characteristic of and spe-
cific to human beiry
Bt the swue of whether Derrida’ rlance o the thtoric of sbyses
and
justification is ulumalch beside the point m more interesting ques-
tion is why nd abysses when the

and animals strongly contest such language. l|ndew|‘! discourse on
abysses and ruptures between human Dasein and animal i, as | showed
in the first chapter, openly aimed at contesting Darwinism and the
evolutionary theory of his day. Is the same truc of Derrida? Is Derrida
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suggesting that biological continuism is fundamentally mistaken? He is
criial (and ightly so.in my esimation) of the sort of biologisic con-
bi

logiat prspctv. Bt how ar docsthis ricim ofbokogia extend?

h d d 152 Andifitde

ot (and. o b clear, | do not think Derridais antinaturalist in the way
that, say, Heidegger o Levinas arc).

whave>

If Derrida’s discussions are aimed at 2 “productive logic” of the sort
that Heidegger pursucs, then the contestation of continuism would
make a certain amount of sense. Perhaps Derrida’s arguments arc ul-
timately aimed at reorienting the sciences in the dircction of a more
subtle and refined ethical and ontological perspective. However, once
again, Derrida’s texts on the question of the animal are extremely vague
in terms of their ultimate stakes in relation to the sciences, so it is im-
possible to know for certain what his aims are here. Regardless of his
intentions. | think Derrida’ insistence on maintaining and reworking
the human-animal distinction is profoundly mistaken.

Contemporary thought on this issue must. it scems to me, resolutely

y
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.
ool use. social behavior, mental events. nothing really convincingly
sl the separation of human and animal. And many people no
longer feel the need for such a separation

Lwill return to this last sentence. For the moment, | should say that 1 do
not think there s any need to worry, as Derrida secms to, that the kind
of position outlined here by Haraway (a position that i informed by de-
velopments in both the humanities and empirical sciences and that pro-
ceeds from a commitment to both naturalism and ethical and political
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progressivism) leads necessarily to a simplistic, biologistic continuism
h i I Viewed in this
light, Derrida’s thought on animals dasasolution toa
e dil presented with only two opti we think
of human beings and animals as scparaed by a single indivisible linc
(classical phillsophical discourse) or we fface the distinction between
human and animal akogether and risk lapsing into  kind of reductive
homogencity (biologistic continuism). His solution to this false di-
femma s to maintain human-animal differences by refining complicat-
ing, and reworking the human-animal distinction. But there is another
oprion availabe beyond philsophical a...l.m. biolgistc continuis,
and Derrida’
by Haraway in the last sentence of the zlxwe citation: “many pﬂlp\c no
kmgﬂ feelthe need for such a separation ” In bricf, we could simply et he
o or, at the very least. not insist on maintaining
it Even if one agrees with Derrida that the task for thought i to attend
to differences that have becn overlooked and hidden by philosophical

discourse. this docs not mean that esery difference and distinction that

Might not the challenge for philosophical thought today be to proceed
ahtogether without the guardrails of the haman animal distinction and
toinvent a
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1. A helpful & difficul with classi-
cal ladis Mare
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ogical Taxonomy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). Fora gen-
eral overview of recent debates concerning species essentialism from an
interdisciplinary perspective. see Robert A. Wilson. ed.. Specis: New Interdis
ciplinary Essays (Cambridge. Mass. MIT Press. 1999).
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(Palgrave MacMillan, forthcoming)

. METAPHYSICAL ANTHROPOCENTRIsSM: HEIDEGGER

+. Martin Heidegger. Beingand Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward
Robinson (New York: Harper and Row. 1962).



2. Heidegger. Being and Time, 100.

3. Heidegger. Being and Time.

4. Heidegger, Being and Time. §§46- 53

5. Jacques Derrida. Aporias: Dying —Awaiting (One Another &) the Limis of
Truth, trans. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford. Calif: Stanford University Press.
1993). Cf also Gilles 2 it
dic, who has a sense or premonition of death” (“Literature and Life.”trans.
Danicl W.Smith and Michacl A Greco, Crtce Inguiry 23 [Winter 1997
226. For it
supposedly unique human reltion o death, sce Allan Kellchear, A Socd
Historyof Dying (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 11-15.

6. Heidegger. Being and Time, 30.

7. Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude,
Solitude, trans. William MeNeill and Nicholas Walker (Bloomington: Indi-
ana University Press. 1995):cited henccforth in the text as FCM.

8. Various clements of such a reading, a reading that is more charitable
than the one | offer here, can be found in William McNeill’s cholarly and
remarkably insightfl sy “Life Beyond the Organism: Anitnl Being in
Heidegger' Freibu 1929 30
and Animal Life. ed H. Peter Steeves (Albany: SUNY Press. 1990), 197248
Scealso Frank Schalow. “Who Speaks for the Animals> Heidegger and the
Question of Animal Welfare.” zmmzm 22 (2000): 259-71, and
Stuart Elden. “Heidegger's Animal (
7301

9. The literature on this topic is enormous, but 1 would recommend in
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impossible. Yet responsibilty remains finite within Levinas's work insofar

could conceivably be brought to bear on this limitation in Levinas's work
For more on such a project sec John Liewelyn. The Middle Voic of Ecologi
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11. See, for example. Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The Mystical
Foundation of Authority, Law Review 11 nos. 5-6 (1990): 952-53.
and “Violence Against Animals.”in Jacques Derrida and Elisabeth Roudi-
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of Chicago Press. 1992). 14344
13.01 poi i

D q
humanities. On this point. see The Future of the Profession, or the Univer-
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24. One of Derrida’s most fecund analyses of the event, invention,
and an entire chain of related “venir” words can be found in his “Psyche.
Inventions of the Other.” trans. Catherine Porter. i Reading de Men Reading,
ed. Lindsay Waters and Wlad Godrich (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1989). 25-65. Concerning the classical concept of invention,
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cluded the animal. s
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nections between anthropocentrism and metaphysical humanism: “This
techno-cpistemo-anthropocentric dimension inscribes the value of inven-

metaphysical humanism * Derrida goes on to suggest that if we are going
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pet.one.
tari's “Ocdipalized animals™> (For their tripartite schema of animal kinds
Capialism and

see Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. A Thousnd Plateaws:
Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press. 1987]. 24041, and the discussion offered in chapter 1 of the present
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h 1d ,,‘si,

animalcan surprse”th human ("Why Lookat Animal”3) Deleze and
Guattari mak
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Nor Best: Femiism andthe Defense of Animals (New York: Continuum, 1994)

with respect ani-

6o NorEs



36. David Nibert, Animal Rights/Human Rights: Entanglementsof Oppresson and
Liberation (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002).
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