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Abstract 

This thesis examines the role language plays in forming the subjectivities of Westerners to hold a 

position of dominion over animals, and discloses the existence of a shared animal language between 

human and non-human animals that enables us to make decisions and co-author democracies. 

Existing literature in animal philosophy and critical animal studies correctly understands that we 

humans decide language, i.e., we create terms and redefine concepts. However, it is my contention that 

animal scholars overlook the fact that language is not only a tool at Westerners’ disposal, Westerners 

do not decide to be born into language. By drawing on continental philosophy, post-colonialism and 

critical race theory, I argue that language is all-pervasive, constitutes the subjectivities of Westerners, 

and that language plays a crucial role in producing violence against animals: it determines what we 

decide; how we feel, think and act; and structures our legal and political institutions.  

In the first chapters I substantiate the previous claims through several case studies which disclose 

language’s all-pervasiveness and its role in producing anthropocentrism, racism, and different forms 

of violence against animals. The thesis then transitions towards a more affirmative ecofeminist-vegan 

terrain, which contests human dominion over animals, attunes the reader to our embodied animality, 

and prepares the ground for the argument that humans and animals share an animal language.  

I justify the latter argument by theorising from and with animals, which entails studying the lives and 

practices of actual animals through ethological evidence. I find that the divisions between bare 

reality/conceptuality and body/mind are mistaken, and theorise what I call a shared sensory-

conceptual space within which human and non-human animals feel conceptually: we touch water as water, 

taste bananas as bananas, smell smoke as smoke and so on. I demonstrate that by existing in this shared 

sensory-conceptual space we speak the same animal language and make decisions, and in many cases 

political decisions. This leads me to contest the argument, made by some political philosophers, that 

animals are not political agents. Lastly, I offer a concrete way to institutionalise the political 

representation of animals, and imagine the democratic system that would emerge from this thesis: 

Zooterrapolis.  
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Before the sowing comes the plowing. It is a matter of making the field 

capable of cultivation, the field that through the unavoidable 

predominance of the land of metaphysics has had to remain in the 

unknown. It is a matter first of having a presentiment of, then of 

finding, and then of cultivating, that field. It is a matter of taking a 

first walk to that field. Many are the ways, still unknown, that lead 

there. Yet always to each thinker there is assigned but one way, [her] 

own, upon whose traces [s]he must again and again go back and forth 

that finally [s]he may hold to it as the one that is [her] own – 

although it never belongs to [her] – and may tell what can be 

experienced on that one way. 

Martin Heidegger 

 

Beings do not pre-exist their relatings.  

Donna J. Haraway  
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1 

- 

Introduction and Homework  

 

 

 

If disavowal is a closing off, a repudiation, a turning away from,  

avowal is an opening, a recognition, a turning toward.  

Claire Jean Kim (2015) 

 

 

 

In the Spring term of 2014, as a first year undergraduate, I attended a lecture on the linguistic turn, 

specifically on Ludwig Wittgenstein, Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida’s work on language. The 

lecture turned my world upside down. Influenced by our dominant understanding of language, I had 

always thought of language in linguistic terms: language was a tool we use to translate thought into 

speech or writing, and there are many languages (e.g., English) that we use to communicate. In that 

lecture, I caught a glimpse of a non-linguistic dimension of language, that is, the idea that language is 

not only about words which are external to our beings, but that we humans are born into language, 

and live in and through it. Something crucial politically and ethically speaking seemed to inhere in this 

thought: if language constitutes who we are, does it also constitute our political and ethical lives? 

As justice and politics had long been of concern to me, I immersed myself in the works of the 

abovementioned authors. Through Derrida’s The Animal that Therefore I Am I became particularly 

attuned to animals being different others. The notion of radical animal alterity, that is, the idea that 

other animals are irreducible beings who can never be fully known took root in me. I questioned: if 

human language constitutes us in a profound way, how can we know who we are violating when we 

harm and kill other animals? What are we doing?! These questions haunted me and troubled me so 
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deeply that I became vegan and started a PhD in which the question of language and violence took 

centre stage. However, at the beginning of the thesis reality confronted me with a challenge: animals 

make requests; they can be happy, scared, frustrated; and they play and forge friendships among other 

things. Surely not all was radical alterity. There was something shared between human and non-human 

animals, a shared form of existence that allows us to understand each other, play together, and form 

multispecies relationships: what was that something?  

As the thesis has unfolded, I have come to articulate these questions in a related but different 

manner: [1] does language constitute the subjectivities of humans? If so, how? And if so, what role 

does it play, if any, in forming our subjectivities to be anthropocentric,1 dominate animals, and be 

violent against animals?2 What is the role, if any, of language when we disavow other animals and find 

pleasure in violating them (e.g., bullfighting, gladiator games)? [2] When human and non-human 

animals feel water as water, see trees as trees, taste carrots as carrots, smell smoke as smoke, or touch 

mud as mud, what is it that enables us to exist in the world in this shared sensory-conceptual manner? 

What is it that enables us animals to understand each other, make decisions and forge multispecies 

friendships? Is there a shared animal language? And if so, what is its content? And what is the 

normative and political bearing, if any, of these ontological matters?  

Exploring the previous questions will be the central task of this thesis. As the reader may guess, 

however, the questions cannot be answered in a definitive manner because the difficulty of reality 

(Diamond 2003/2008) can never be exhausted: there is always more to learn, new places to wander 

around, and the certainty that reality, like our-selves, is always in the making. In terms of scope, the 

reader should know that I think of this PhD thesis as being no more and no less than another walk 

into the forest by a historically situated European non-Caucasian white man who is an entangled 

                                                           
1 I use the grammar of “to be” and a similar grammar below (e.g., “to hold”) because I want to mark that: [1] language 
constitutes our beings; [2] make explicit the direction from language to ourselves; and [3] avoid the pronouns “we” and 
“they” (e.g., “so that they/we are”). I prefer to use the infinitive form because it emphasises the notions of existence and 
being.  
2 For the purposes of this introduction, it will suffice to say that anthropocentrism refers to an epistemological and ethico-
political system in which the concept of the human as an able-bodied rational man who is independent, “civil,” heterosexual 
and white remains the ideal being, that is, the one who is meant to be at the centre of ethics and be the full member of the 
political community: whoever or whatever deviates from the ideal of the human is regarded as less than “proper” humans 
in anthropocentric paradigms (Calarco 2015, 25; Deckha 2020c, 87-92).  
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animal, heterosexual, and socially constructed as an able-bodied person. This thesis is also constrained 

by the space and time frame of a PhD thesis submitted in the UK in 2021, and further limited by my 

biography, readings, and abilities – if I could only be a trout, ant, or robin for a day.  

1.1. On the Questions We Ask and How to Ask Them 

As we will see below, the content and form of the questions we ask is crucial, but it is at least as 

important and determinant to establish from what vantage point we ask questions. Who are we to ask 

a given question and how are the subjects who ask a question positioned in the asking? It is here where 

the work of postcolonial and critical race theorists Dinesh Wadiwel (2015) and Claire Jean Kim (2015), 

philosophers Eva Meijer (2019b), Matthew Calarco (2015) and Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka 

(2011), and ecofeminist authors Lori Gruen (2015), and Josephine Donovan and Carol J. Adams (2007) 

are of paramount importance.   

Wadiwel argues that Westerners3 have traditionally adopted (and continue to adopt) a position of 

human sovereignty, or dominion, over animals at the epistemological level and that it is from that 

vantage point that we have constructed ethics (Wadiwel 2015, 22). The human-animal dichotomy 

illustrates perfectly what Wadiwel means by epistemic sovereignty. Westerners’ thinking usually 

operates within an epistemology in which the paradigmatic human person, understood as a white and 

able-bodied man who is rational, independent, and “civil,” is at the centre.4 From this epistemic 

vantage point, Westerners then decide who can be violated, killed, and excluded from the political 

community and from moral considerability. My contention is that adopting a position of epistemic 

sovereignty is unjust and produces unimaginable violence against those who deviate from the human.5 

For this reason, I want to make explicit at the outset that I have tried to avoid the logic of epistemic 

sovereignty as much as possible.  

                                                           
3 I will define the term “Western” in the next section and in section 1.4. In the meantime, the reader can think of 
“Westerners” as those people whose subjectivity has been constituted by colonialism, the human-animal distinction, the 
Abrahamic traditions and neoliberalism in one way or another.  
4 I will refer to paradigmatic human person and the human interchangeably to capture the previous ideal characteristics of 
a stereotypical (hu)man. 
5 As discussed extensively in part one of this thesis, even though my focus is more ontological.  
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It is in this respect that Kim’s ethic of mutual avowal gains in importance and will serve as another 

methodological cornerstone to address this thesis’ questions. To recall one of this thesis’s opening 

quotes: “if disavowal is a closing off, a repudiation, a turning away from, avowal is an opening, a 

recognition, a turning toward” (Kim, 2015, 20). One could feel tempted to think that these words 

impel us to elide critique and simply embrace others, but this is not Kim’s intention: “developing such 

an ethics would not rule out the practice of critique – in fact, it might well generate or intensify critique 

aimed at countering particular manifestations of domination – but it would transform the contours 

and spirit of critique” (ibid., 20).  

Kim’s intention is to critically thicken the notion of positionality. Her book Dangerous Crossings is 

exemplary of the kind of work required by an ethics of mutual avowal in that it takes multiple case 

studies in which a conflict occurs, zooms into how different parties are positioned in relation to the 

conflict in question and each other, and discloses the complexity of each party: the positions within a 

seemingly homogeneous actor (e.g., a community) might even be contradictory (e.g., Kim 2015, 205-

252). Crucially, an ethics of mutual avowal takes into account different optics not only because it aims 

at being a tool through which we can pursue justice in contexts of political struggles, but also because 

it seeks to enable us to empathise, imagine other worlds, and open up new possibilities (Kim 2015, 20).  

In a similar vein to Kim’s ethic of mutual avowal, Juanita Sundberg explains, by drawing on Spivak, 

that we need to do homework “long before [we undertake] fieldwork” (Sundberg 2015, 120). Sundberg 

defines homework as comprising “activities that identify the coordinates of one’s location in a 

geopolitical world of coloniality” and as “a self-reflexive analysis of one’s own epistemological and 

ontological assumptions” (ibid., 120). In the case that concerns us (academic writing), homework 

entails “unlearning that which one has learned; unlearning privilege, especially the privilege of sanctioned 

ignorance that allows the perpetuation of silence about ongoing colonial violence” (ibid., 120).6 In 

short, homework, which I understand as part of a deconstructive ethic of mutual avowal, demands 

                                                           
6 Sundberg borrows the term “sanctioned ignorance” from Spivak, which refers to the teaching and production of 
knowledge by a colonialist intellectual elite that has traditionally taught and produced knowledge by silencing other than 
imperialist thinking. Spivak examines, for example, how Kant “foreclosed the Aboriginal; how Hegel put the other of 
Europe in a pattern of normative deviations and how the colonial subject sanitized Hegel; and how Marx negotiated 
difference” (Spivak 1999, x). 
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that we critically ground ourselves where we are, that we examine who we are, and that we “take 

responsibility for the epistemological and ontological worlds we enact through the everyday practices 

entailed in academic research” (Sundberg 2015, 120).  

This thesis will use an ethic of avowal: [1] by deconstructing my own self: avowal requires that we 

humans understand our gendered, racialised, humanised (or animalised) and epistemically and 

ontologically colonised identity in order to empathise with others’ positionality, and that we undertake 

fundamental processes of subjective transformation in order to move from a position of dominion 

that leads us to disavow others, to a position of animality that forces us to be responsive to our other 

animal siblings (Robinson 2013; Calarco 2015; Spannring 2019); [2] by giving authors space to speak 

for themselves. This will entail practising a politics of citation in which I will provide lengthy quotes, 

carefully examine what different authors say, and consider from what vantage point they think and 

write (Derrida 1977/1988, 40); [3] by understanding that optics are never one-dimensional: an ethics 

of avowal requires understanding how subjects are interconstituted by language/conceptuality, race, 

gender, class, capitalist rationales, political and legal institutions, and so on; and [4] by giving ample 

space to animals themselves to speak. 

In a similar but different register, Meijer (2019b), Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011), and Donovan 

and Adams argue that we should be responsive to other animals and “listen to what they tell us” 

(Donovan and Adams 2007, 4). It is by being attentive to animals’ way of existence and “expecting 

agency, looking for agency, and enabling agency” (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 110) that we will be 

able to notice other animals as the kind of decision-makers that they are. Crucially, this will entail 

examining how non-human animals initiate actions of their own volition and author their own 

decisions, as opposed to decision-making processes determined by, for example, training. In this 

respect, I will draw heavily on the work of authors who have paid attention to animals’ initiatives and 

decisions.  

Importantly, one should not read the previous paragraph as if it were suggesting that animals are 

isolated agents. As Gruen eloquently discusses, animals (including humans) are irremediably and 

constitutively entangled by and through relationships of dependency: “our relationships with human 
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and animal others co-constitute who we are and how we configure our identities and agency, even our 

thoughts and desires” (Gruen 2015, 63). These words will be important in two senses: [1] as most 

Westerners hold a position of dominion over animals, our human-animal relationships are by and large 

hierarchical – one of the central tasks of this thesis will consist in understanding why hierarchical 

human-animal relationships are as they are; [2] once we understand the latter insight, it is paramount 

that we find ways to change the nature of our relationships with other animals so that we can build 

more just and good relationships, communities, and political systems for all animals.  

In short, the following prerogatives have been and will be central guiding principles to frame and 

address this thesis’s questions: [1] the logic of human sovereignty over animals ought to be as absent 

as possible at all levels; [2] an ethic of mutual avowal that listens to what other entangled animals tell 

us, holds them in regard,7 and sees animals as the main authors of their lives is an ethico-political 

prerogative to think, ask, and answer responsively this thesis’s questions; [3] an ethic of mutual avowal 

entails using an interconstitutional method of analysis all the way down, and requires that fields such 

as critical race theory, post-colonialism, critical disability studies, critical animal studies, and 

ecofeminism structure the form and content of the questions we ask, and how one (I) positions oneself 

in addressing them; and [4] all the authors I will draw on to theorise who animals are will be animal 

philosophers and animal ethologists. By ‘animal philosophers and animal ethologists’ I mean authors 

who have given centrality to animals’ experiences, have themselves lived with animals, and have 

attended to other animals responsively. This thesis will be successful if it is fair to the previous lines.  

A fifth prerogative that underlies Heidegger’s entire corpus will run through this investigation. He 

says in Being and Time: “any inquiry, as an inquiry about something, has that which is asked about . . .  

in what is asked about there lies also that which is to be found out by the asking” (Heidegger 

1927/1998, 24). These lines suggest that the answer to a given inquiry lies in the very grammar, content, 

and interpretation of the question. Heidegger’s words in the previous quote, and his work more 

                                                           
7 I borrow the language of ‘holding in regard’ from Haraway (2008), as developed in Chapter Four.  
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generally, have played an important role in shaping the formulation of this thesis’ questions – and by 

extension the answers too.   

1.2. Situating the Thesis 

First, I would like to situate this thesis’s interventions in relation to dominant understandings of 

language in the Western tradition. One of the pillars of Western thought is that it operates as if reality 

was split, fragmentary, and dichotomical: the concept of the human exists in opposition to the animal 

(Derrida 2008a), those within reason are cleanly separated from those within unreason (most animals, 

young human infants, and people with severe cognitive disabilities) (Foucault 1961/2009), and the 

grammar of us-them (De la Cadena 2019) operates in a harmful exclusory manner by shaping, for 

example, racist immigration policy, who has the right to vote, and imperialist logics. In alignment with 

this way of thinking, much of Western literature understands language, politics, and ethics as separate 

and disconnected domains.  

Dominant conceptions of language – in fields as varied as philosophy of language, linguistics, 

psychology, animal cognition, primatology, animal rights theory, and animal ethics – think of language 

in a representationalist manner. This means that language is understood to be a vehicle that represents 

thought through speech.8 It is as if language were a mere “instrument of thought” at our disposal 

(Chomsky 2016, 16; de Waal 2016, 89), a tool we humans have and use (Beany 2012/2015; McConnel-

Ginet 2012/2015; Kemp 2013, 124).  

For many, language is referential and a means of communication,9 which means that concepts and 

words are meant to represent reality in different languages like French and Japanese (Swanson 

2012/2015; Scott-Phillips 2015). To explain, it is commonly thought that translation between languages 

can occur because there is a reality that exists independently of languages. For this reason, the argument 

follows, we can map reality through our respective languages, i.e., there is an actual object like a chair, 

and Spanish-speaking people use one word, “silla,” to refer to the material chair, while English-

                                                           
8 See, for instance, Kaufman et al., 2013; Larsson 2015; and de Waal 2016, 89. 
9 See, for example,  Segerdahl et al., 2005; Pearce 2008; Cochrane 2012, 26; Dediu and Levinson 2013; Andrews 2015, 62; 
Byrne et al. 2019 471; Tomasello 2019, 91-133; Andrews et al. 2019, 86-87; and Bar-On and Moore, 2018. 
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speaking people use a different word to refer to that real entity: “chair.” The idea is that different words 

refer to the same entities, and different languages represent the same reality.10  

These conceptions of language are not problematic in themselves insofar as there is, doubtlessly, a 

representationalist element to language. However, dominant representationalist understandings of 

language often assume that language, humans, and reality are three separate spheres: humans have 

language and use it to think and map the world. It is my contention that this thinking obviates and 

masks one of the most crucial arguments in this dissertation, namely, that language is not a mere tool 

we humans use: language constitutes the subjectivities of humans to be anthropocentric, dominate 

other animals, and be violent against those who deviate from the (hu)man. What is more, 

representationalist conceptions of language are intimately bound with a rationality that has traditionally 

regarded animals as languageless (Elden 2006). This thesis will contest the previous position and argue 

that there exists a shared animal language between human and non-human animals.  

Secondly, I want to situate this thesis in the field of Critical Animal Studies (CAS). Although it is 

often difficult to distinguish between the fields of Animal Studies (AS), Human-Animal Studies (HAS), 

and CAS, there is consensus that the latter has an explicitly political connotation (De Mello 2012, 5), 

while HAS is sometimes perceived as “moderately political or even apolitical” (Calarco 2015, 2), and 

AS is, one could say, in between. Given that this thesis discloses that ontology, ethics, and politics are 

interconstituted, i.e., our existence is irremediably ethico-political, and that CAS is a more politicised 

field than AS and HAS, it seems appropriate to situate this thesis within CAS.11  

                                                           
10 For discussions on what representationalist thinking entails, see Heidegger 1931/1998, 176-177; Fell 1994, 99; and 
Marrati 2005, 89.  
11 I want to note that my understanding of ontology is influenced by Heidegger in that I think of ontology in historical 
terms and in a universalistic sense. It is my contention that historical and universalistic ontological dimensions can be 
unconcealed. However, whoever undertakes such a task will always do so as a historically situated subject who is limited 
by her/his biography, positionality, and so on. Further, it is paramount to understand that one always discloses the nature 
of reality from a context that is “never fully determinable” (Derrida 1988, 3), and that reality is always in the making 
(Haraway 2008, 88). Under this understanding of ontology, humans do not construct, fabricate (Heidegger 1927/2008, 
242), and theorise different ontologies and then pick the one that might appear more suitable for certain purposes (e.g., 
Braidotti 2013, 136; Flaxman 2019, 205). To illustrate, regardless of the historically situated moment, cosmology, and 
context in which human and non-human animals exist, I do think that animals such as whales, pigs, dogs, and cows are the 
kind of beings who can, for example, forge friendships, suffer, and co-author multispecies political communities 
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; Meijer 2019b). Further, regardless of the context and epoch, I do think that as a matter 
of ontology-ethics-politics people with disabilities, people gendered as women, humans racialized as non-white, Aboriginal 
peoples, the LGBTQ community, non-cisgender people, and non-human animals are not inferior to humans racialised and 
gendered as white men. The point is that my aim in this thesis is not to theorise one more ontology, but rather disclose, 
show, and understand our historically situated reality, and human and non-human animals’ modes of existences by being 
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In Thinking Through Animals, Matthew Calarco identifies three frameworks to map the dominant 

tendencies in the field of CAS: identity, difference, and indistinction. In what follows I will situate the 

thesis’ interventions in relation to those three frameworks and ecofeminist literature.  

Identity 

The identity approach is founded upon “human-animal identity” and thinks that “our shared 

evolutionary history has given rise to fundamental similarities in terms of certain ethically relevant traits, 

such as sentience, subjectivity, and intentionality” (Calarco 2015, 3). Authors like Peter Singer 

(1975/2009), Tom Regan (1983), and Paola Cavalieri (2001) are situated in the identity framework.12 

These philosophers assume a neo-Darwinian ontology, that is, an ontology that “stresses the 

fundamental continuities found among human beings and animals” (Calarco 2015, 11). As Darwin put 

it in The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, there is “no fundamental difference between man 

and the higher mammals in their mental faculties [my emphasis]” (Darwin 1871/1981, 35). Darwin’s 

words questioned the traditional human-animal divide. 

Philosophers like Singer, Regan, and Cavalieri argue that the moral circle ought to be expanded. I 

stress ‘expand’ because all these authors locate “what is considered to be quintessentially human” 

(Calarco 2015, 27) at the centre, and insofar as the principle of “treating like things alike” has remained 

a key prerogative in animal ethics, identity authors argue that logical consistency demands that we 

extend a pre-established human-centred moral circle and include those who are like us. As Calarco 

explains, the logic is that if animals such as chimpanzees are like humans and have “complex” and 

“sophisticated” capacities like we do, it is unjust to discriminate against them simply because they 

belong to a different species (2015, 27).  In the first chapters of this PhD thesis, I will argue why these 

authors remain anthropocentric.  

Difference 

                                                           
as aware as possible of my limits as a historically situated subject. On Heidegger’s understanding of ontology and άλήθεια, 
i.e., disclosure, which have influenced my own understanding of ontology, see Heidegger, 1927/2008, 1975a; Inwood 2005, 
and Wrathall 2006.   
12 Other identity theorists include Francione 1995; Wise 1999; Cochrane 2012; Garner 2016; Vink 2020; and Pepper 2021. 



18 
 

Drawing on Jacques Derrida’s work (2008a), Calarco contends that identity philosophers are 

logocentric, that is, they give uncritical pre-eminence to reason and ascribe reason in “varying forms 

and degrees” to animals (Calarco 2015, 22). In other words, rather than valuing animal plurality, 

heterogeneity, and alterity (Derrida 2008a), identity theorists follow a logic of sameness: those who are 

like us humans are valued and included in the human’s moral circle, while those who are not like us 

remain excluded.  

In response to this way of thinking, a series of authors were animated by Derrida’s work to think 

about animal ethics differently.13 Derrida argued that the human-animal distinction is violent because 

it erases what is unique about each human and non-human animal and homogenises that which is 

plural and heterogeneous (2008a). Real humans and animals are turned into two opposite and limpid 

poles (the human and the animal), that erase everything that makes humans and animals different and 

irreducible.  

The reader might wonder: but why should one value difference, plurality, and heterogeneity? Is it 

not a key democratic principle to treat others as equals? While I cannot address these questions at 

length here,14 the reader might want to consider whether a democracy could exist at all without 

difference: is it not a key democratic principle, for example, that different voices should have a say in 

their own terms? And what is the opposite of difference? The tyranny of the same, that is, an 

imperialist-assimilationist logic that erases indigenous worldviews, religious freedom, freedom of 

speech and association, and so much more. A difference-based approach stresses the ethical and 

political need to respect and celebrate different sexualities, identities, bodies, and ways of being and 

living (human or otherwise). It is my contention that there can be no democracy and justice without 

difference. A crucial tenet of this thesis will consist in deconstructing the ontological and epistemic 

conditions that erase difference and alterity, and disclosing a shared animal ontology that should lead 

                                                           
13 To name a few, Wolfe 2003; Calarco 2008; Kelly Oliver 2009; Anat Pick 2011; Weil 2012; Gruen and Weil 2012; Meijer 
2019b; and Maneesha Deckha 2020c.  
14 For extensive discussions on the importance of difference see sections 4.3.3 and 5.5; and Derrida 2008a; Donaldson and 
Kymlicka 2011; Calarco 2015; and Deckha 2020c. 
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us to celebrate differences and enable human and non-human animals’ flourishing in our own 

entangled terms.  

Indistinction and Ecofeminism 

There is a third framework in CAS that Calarco labels as indistinction. In contrast to identity theorists, 

thinkers of indistinction such as Val Plumwood (1995), Donna Haraway (2008), and Calarco himself 

do not seek to find “how animals are like humans,” but rather how “human beings find themselves to 

be like animals” (Calarco 2015, 5). In other words, indistinction theorists change the “direction in which 

continuity is sought” (ibid., 49) and have as their point of departure animals’ experiences and who 

animals are.15  

 Indistinction, however, should not be understood as a mere subfield of CAS, but as a way of life 

that encourages us to lead lives in which the human-animal binary is displaced: “what other possibilities 

might open up when we no longer take distinctions between human beings and animals as the chief 

point of departure for thought and practice?” (Calarco 2015, 51). If we, human animals, attune 

ourselves to our animality and ground ourselves on our embodied animal existence, what kinds of 

relationships will emerge with other than human animals and the more-than-human world? When the 

human ceases to be at the centre of ethical considerability and political recognition, what kind of 

political communities could and should be forged?  

Indistinction gives pre-eminence to our embodied vulnerable existences and, in contrast to 

traditional animal ethics, understands that human and non-human animals are vulnerable mortals who 

can be eaten. Val Plumwood (1995) illustrates this fact well in her essay ‘Being Prey.’ In it, Plumwood 

narrates being attacked by a crocodile who attempted several death rolls (Plumwood 1995, 31). 

Eventually, however, Plumwood managed to escape. She had been prey, like other than human animals, 

and astonishingly escaped death. Calarco describes this same experience and explains that Plumwood 

was already a vegetarian and a well-established environmental philosopher at the time of the attack. 

                                                           
15 See, for example, Joe Hutto 2014; Gruen 2015; Vicianne Despret 2016; Reingaard Spannring 2019; Charlotte Blattner et 
al. 2020; Calarco 2018, 2022b. 
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However, where “one might think that becoming prey for another animal would darken her ethical 

outlook,” the attack reinforced instead “her ideas about responsibility” and led Plumwood to “rethink 

the place of human beings alongside animals and the rest of the natural world” (Calarco 2015, 60). 

Calarco finds that Plumwood “entered a zone of indistinction where the difference traditionally 

posited between human and animal dropped out” (Calarco 2015, 60). We will see that through 

embodied experiences with other animals, human and non-human animals can undergo processes of 

subjective co-transformation, attune ourselves to our shared vulnerability with the more-than-human 

world, and understand what is at stake in others’ deaths. Crucially, and perhaps counterintuitively, to 

assimilate that we humans are vulnerably embodied animals requires seeing “oneself as potentially 

edible . . . [and] finding oneself in a surprising, shocking alignment with animals” (Calarco 2015, 60). 

To insist, the crocodile’s attack strengthened Plumwood’s commitment not to eat other animals not 

because ‘animals are like us,’ but because she became more attentive to how we humans are like animals: 

this is exactly what indistinction entails as both an ethico-political practice, and as a way of thinking 

and being (Calarco 2015, 59-62).  

Even though indistinction puts the emphasis on what is shared between human and non-human 

animals, indistinction is not at odds with celebrating differences. In the course of this thesis, we will 

see that a multiplicity of plural entanglements at different scales constitute our human-animal selves. 

Phenomenologically, there are instances in which humans will encounter other animals (including 

humans) as radically different others, and there will be instances in which we will be attentive to the 

shared “conditions into which we fall, into which we are thrown, side by side with animals and the more-

than-human world” (Calarco 2020, 32). 

As the reader might have noticed, indistinction is an ecofeminist approach insofar as it puts the 

stress on our embodied and vulnerable lives and on the need to pay attention to our inextricably 

entangled existences (Curtin 1991; Haraway 2008; Gruen 2015). Ecofeminism also emphasises that 

individuals emerge from and are constituted by relationships (Haraway 2003/2016; Gruen 2015) and 

that human and non-human animals are unavoidably dependent on each other (Taylor 2017). The latter 

should not be understood as a kind of unfortunate fact of life, but rather as a fact that “holds the 
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potential for new ways of being, supporting, and communicating” (Taylor 2017, 217). For this reason, 

among others, ecofeminist scholars have not only called for a “respectful acknowledgement” of 

differences but also argued that differences ought to be celebrated (Warren 1990, 142; Gruen 2015, 8-

15).  

An ecofeminist ethic of care also opposes the identity approach associated with Singer and Regan 

and criticises seeing animals as “an atomistic bundle of interests” (Slicer 1991, 111). Instead, 

ecofeminism sees animals as beings who constitute and are constituted by their ecological relationships, 

friendships, and communities (Kheel 1985). What is more, feminist and ecofeminist approaches 

critically target dualist thinking16 and show that divisions such as the personal v. the political, the 

private v. the public, the human v. the animal, and the human v. nature are mistaken (Hanisch 1970; 

Gilligan 1982; Adams 1990/2015; Plumwood, 1993/2000).  

In short, this PhD thesis is situated in CAS and more concretely in the difference, indistinction, 

and ecofeminist camps.17 It is worth mentioning, however, that this investigation was initially framed 

in and by the continental philosophical tradition, as it still is, because the work of Heidegger and 

Derrida have been sources of inspiration for developing the ontological and ethico-political theories 

of Western and animal language advanced in this thesis. However, as this research unfolded and I 

allowed myself to be led by the ontology disclosed here, the thesis became progressively entangled 

with and constituted by fields like critical race theory (Kim 2015; Ko and Ko, 2017), critical disability 

studies (Taylor 2017; Kittay 2019), vegan ecofeminism (Donovan and Adams, 2007; Adams and 

Gruen, 2014; Gruen 2015), and post-colonial theory (Wadiwel 2015; Deckha 2020c). Insights from all 

these fields play a structural role in the thesis and run through it all the way down. In truth, this is, if 

anything, an interconstitutional thesis.   

                                                           
16 A central concern in this thesis, even though I will argue that we should think of dichotomies in a different way to the 
one proposed by most ecofeminist scholars.  
17 The reader should know that my intervention in Part Two is situated in the political turn in animal studies. I will frame 
that part of the thesis in Chapter Five.  
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1.3. Methodology: Interconstitutionality and Animals 

After reading the previous list of fields, the reader might have expected to read intersectionality instead 

of interconstitutionality. While this thesis is very influenced by authors adopting intersectionality, I 

want to situate it in a different terrain, that is, what I call, interconstitutionality. While the term is not 

novel,18 interconstitutionality has not been explicitly established as a method and/or framework of 

analysis.19 Nonetheless, this method is, I contend, often implicit in the works of some intersectional 

scholars and in some fields like ecofeminism, critical race theory, and critical animal studies. 

Interconstitutionality has in part emerged from this thesis, and so the reader should gain intimate 

understanding of it as the thesis progresses. In the meantime, it seems important to offer an overview 

of interconstitutionality so that the reader can get a sense of what method I will be using, and why 

using this method, rather than intersectionality, is necessary to explore this thesis’ questions.20  

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) coined the term “intersectionality” in the context of understanding 

discrimination against Black women. Crenshaw argued that the experiences of Black women were 

distinct, and so their oppression could not be understood by thinking only in terms of the oppression 

experienced by Black men and white women (1989, 143). According to Crenshaw, a Black woman can 

experience four kinds of discrimination: [1] sex discrimination; [2] race discrimination; [3] the 

combined effects of both, i.e., the sum of race discrimination and sex discrimination; and [4] when sex 

discrimination and race discrimination merge, i.e., when a Black woman is discriminated as a Black 

woman (Crenshaw 1989, 149). 

Since Crenshaw’s ground-breaking article was published, there have been many critiques of 

intersectionality that I cannot address here. Nonetheless, and by drawing on María Lugones’s work on 

                                                           
18 It is inspired by Claire Jean Kim’s work, who argues that racism and animalness “are dynamically interconstituted all the 
way down” (Kim 2017, 10). 
19 The terms method and framework, which I will use interchangeably, are contested and used in various ways by different 
authors. It goes beyond the scope of this chapter to delineate these differences. By interconstitutional method/framework 
I refer to the ontological and ethico-political discloser of oppressions at both the level of conceptual violence (Spivak 1988; 
Wadiwel 2019; and Butler 2020) and how humans’ subjectivities are constituted by concepts, culture, capitalism and so on 
to be violent against those who deviate from the paradigmatic human person. See Ann Garry (2011, 830) for a nuanced 
discussion on the use of framework/method. 
20 However, I would like to make explicit that while this method has not been systematised before, the works of Martin 
Heidegger (1927/2008); Michel Foucault (1976); Calarco (2015); Lori Gruen (2015, 2019); Kim (2015); Wadiwel (2015); 
and Aph Ko (2019), among others, have inspired this method, and arguably used it already.  
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intersectionality (2003, 2007), Ann Garry offers a succinct summary of the kinds of analysis “that make 

women of color visible” (Garry 2011, 838) that will help to situate this thesis’s methodology. Garry 

identifies four types of analysis: [1] clear-cut categories-based analysis that do not allow “for difference 

within categories such as gender or race” and sees the “dominant group within a category, for example, 

straight Black men” as the stereotypical Black person, marginalising, for instance, “Black women, gay 

Black people of either gender,” and so on (Garry 2011, 838); [2] other perspectives stress “multiple 

oppressions” but do not think of the interactions between different oppressions. The latter two 

approaches reproduce the logic of purity in that they continue to analyse oppressions as being cleanly 

separated from each other, i.e., individual oppressions remain untouched by anything other than 

themselves, that is, they remain pure (ibid., 838); [3] “intersectionality of ‘interlocked’ oppressions” (Garry 

2011, 838). This framework starts to think of oppressions as interacting with each other but does not 

see oppressions as changing each other’s natures. For example, patriarchy, under this understanding, 

does not affect racism and anthropocentrism; and [4] “mutually constituted and fused oppressions” (Garry 

2011, 838). This is Lugones’s understanding of oppressions, which thinks of oppressions as being 

impure, as constituting each other, and as “impossible to understand apart from each other” (Lugones 

2007, 187).  

The methodology disclosed in this thesis is in alignment with Lugones’s. However, the imagery, 

metaphors, and discourse used differ from Lugones’s because I seek to capture the all-pervasive 

hierarchising nature of what I call Western language or conceptuality – I use these two terms 

interchangeably.21 By Western conceptuality I mean a set of historically situated and interconstituted 

conceptual forces that form reality, our political and legal institutions and the subjectivities of most 

humans world-wide in our colonial present. I am referring to concepts and dichotomies like the 

human/animal; nature-primitive; culture-civil; Black/white; man/woman and so on, which I 

understand to be anthropocentric forces that humanise and animalise, establish who is “civil” and 

                                                           
21 On the meaning of Western, see next section. 
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belongs to the political community, and that racialise and gender subjectivities, institutions, and reality 

(Butler 1990/1999, Plumwood 1993/2000, Kim 2015, Ko 2019).22  

It is my contention that there are cases and instances in which intersectionality fails as a method of 

analysis because it cannot explain how subjects, institutions and reality are interconstituted by this violent 

Western conceptuality. Consider the language often stressed by intersectional writers: “juxtaposition,” 

“interaction,” “overlaps,” “connections,” and “intersections.” All these terms speak of oppressions as 

being in a relationship of externality to each other and as if they were external to subjects. Intersectional 

discourse correctly captures the idea that oppressions cannot be understood through single-axis 

frameworks. However, it often misses that our existence is, for example, and as Claire Jean Kim argues, 

“lived through race” (Kim 2016), that “race, species and other taxonomies of power structure how we 

see, think, feel, and act” (Kim 2015, 20), and that racism and animalness “are dynamically 

interconstituted all the way down” (Kim 2017, 10). This means that when Crenshaw argued that a Black 

woman could be oppressed only as woman or only as Black (1989, 149), she missed that a Black woman 

can be oppressed only as a Black woman, which is the fourth kind of oppression that Crenshaw herself 

identified.23  

What is more, Crenshaw used an analogy of traffic in an intersection to illustrate how Black women 

experience oppression (1989, 149). The analogy of traffic has been expanded by Garry in that she 

refers to a roundabout and adds up many other streets to the streets of gender and race that Crenshaw 

theorised (Garry 2011, 831). This imagery is problematic not only because roundabouts and streets 

remain horizontal and cannot account for hierarchy, as Garry acutely discusses (2011, 833), but because 

they are physical, localisable, and solid entities. This thesis will demonstrate that when we think of 

epistemic violence (Spivak 1988)24 and of a concept like the human (read: the white rational and able-

bodied man), we cannot think of it as something physical that can be easily localisable like a car or a 

street: where is the human?! We need to think of individual concepts as resembling the force of 

                                                           
22 As extensively discussed in Chapters Two and Three. 
23 See Lugones 2007, 193; Garry 2011, 844; and Aph Ko 2019, 95. 
24 Which refers to, as Dinesh Wadiwel eloquently says: “the process by which knowledge systems silence particular subjects, 
removing recognition and rendering them invisible” (2019, 215). 
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gravitational fields, and of Western conceptuality as an all-pervasive force constituted by the merger 

of all those gravitational fields (e.g., the human, the woman, the Black) rather than thinking of cars, 

streets, and roundabouts that are separated from each other.  

Terms like “force” and “gravitational fields” enable us to better understand hierarchy, epistemic 

violence, and the nature of oppressions because they are not easily localisable. We cannot see 

gravitational forces, yet they act constantly in and through us. Our existence is determined by 

gravitational forces, and we humans do not decide gravity (read: Western language). Instead, I will 

show that we are born into a violent Western conceptuality that constitutes ourselves and our 

respective languages.25  Because we are born into Western conceptuality, as opposed to deciding 

concepts, interconstitutionality does not direct us to focus on choice, but rather on the conceptual, 

ontological, and ethico-political conditions that form humans’ subjectivities and human institutions to 

think that it is our differential sovereign human right to decide over those who deviate from the 

paradigmatic human person (Wadiwel 2015).26   

1.3.1. Starting from Animals 

There is another methodological prerogative, which fundamentally structures the second half of this 

thesis: the understanding that animals write. One might wonder how a text can be written by animals. 

Vinciane Despret suggests that by “think[ing] from animals” (Despret 2015, 96). To ‘think from animals’ 

requires listening to animals first, “rather than to what other humans are telling us about them” 

(Donovan and Adams 2007, 4; Blattner 2020, 104). This entails that in the second half of the thesis we 

will see first a fair amount of ethological evidence so that actual animals theorise this thesis’s concepts.  

                                                           
25 As a result of colonialism, we will find that Western conceptuality infiltrates in different ways many languages, subjects 
situated in many, if not all, geographies, and the very foundations of most legal and political systems worldwide (Wadiwel 
2015, Deckha 2020c) – when I say “legal” read: legal personhood (the human)-property (the animal) divide, which is 
prevalent in most jurisdictions in the world and enables humans and human institutions to use, sell and kill animals (Deckha 
2020c). 
26 I say “differential” because the content of this right will vary depending on the specific subject’s geographical context, 
class, and identity, among other factors: a male white academic right to sovereignty entails that he can, de facto, silence a 
Black woman in an academic space, while the right to harm other animals will vary depending on the jurisdiction and 
culture of different peoples (e.g., in Spain humans have the cultural and Constitutional right to be violent against bulls in a 
way that is not permitted in the UK).  
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In light of the work of several animal philosophers that have put animals’ voices and agency at the 

centre,27 I have come to think that we cannot speak for animals any longer. Animals speak, and so we 

ought to listen and theorise from animals and as animals. We will see that starting from a position of 

animality entails: [1] doing our best to drop the sword and staff of the sovereign, who holds dominion 

right over others’ lives, and [2] working to become epistemically and ontologically equal earthlings. In 

the words of Calarco, we humans should “see ourselves as relative latecomers on the evolutionary and 

historical scene . . . we might see our ethical task as learning how to inhabit these longstanding, ongoing 

more-than-human worlds and ways of life in a manner that is more respectful and that adds to their 

existing richness and beauty” (Calarco 2020, 35). These words incite us to be ontologically, 

epistemically, and ethico-politically humble. Despite the beliefs of some philosophers, scientists, and 

ethologists, there is no view from nowhere. I will show that it is necessary to see, think, and feel from 

a position of animality in order to build a good and just zoodemocracy. 

1.4. On the Words We Use and Why to Use Them 

As it will become apparent in the course of this thesis, the logic of human sovereignty is all-pervasive. 

This means that, for example, Western writers often provide definitions of intelligence, language, and 

autonomy first, and they then deny animals’ intelligence, language, and autonomy because they do not 

meet those definitions. While defining and using human words is unavoidable, this does not mean that 

all words and definitions will do. As shown in Chapter Two, concepts have a historically situated force 

that act through words and humans to dominate animals. Hence, our choice of words will play an 

important role in avoiding (or reproducing) logics of human mastery over animals.  

For this reason, it is necessary to avoid some words that are too anchored to the concept of the 

human. For example, I will not talk of the “higher mammals,” or animals who are “complex,” 

“sophisticated,” have “cognitive capacities,” and so on. This kind of hierarchical language connotes 

that some beings are, by opposition, simple, unsophisticated, inferior, and do not have human-like 

                                                           
27 See Hribal 2003; Donovan and Adams 2007; Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 2015; King 2013; Calarco 2015, 2020; 
Wadiwel 2016, 2018; Meijer 2019a, 2019b; Blattner et al. 2020; Blattner 2021; Meijer and Bovenkerk 2021.  
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cognitive capacities, as if those beings lacked certain abilities and were deprived of being like the human. 

As this discourse is anthropocentric and ableist, it should be avoided (Taylor 2017).  

  However, it seems necessary to reclaim other words: Barbara Smuts says that “there is someone 

at home” (2001, 308) when we talk of animals, Donaldson and Kymlicka talk of “zoopolis,” and of 

animals as being political agents (2011), and Meijer says that animals speak (2019b). The discourse of 

political agency and animals speaking arguably orbits around the concept of the human subject, which 

risks co-opting and assimilating other animals. Further, one might wish to argue, terms like democracy 

and the polis have traditionally referred to the rule of the human people and the human city-state 

respectively. Even though there are certain risks in attempting to reclaim certain words and concepts, 

I think that making such moves is necessary for the sake of comprehensibility and as a matter of justice 

and political strategy. For instance, we will see that animals are aware of their surroundings, make 

decisions, literally say to each other what they want through their bodies and phonetic utterances, play 

games, and have preferences about where they want to live. The way humans have to capture and 

communicate that reality, at least in the context of a PhD thesis, is human language: agency is clearly 

bound to decision-making processes, and so is the notion of subjectivity. Animals have personalities 

and we humans can, for instance, shape their subjectivities through training. How else could we convey 

this kind of information if we did not use words like “subjectivity”? It is a problematic word28 indeed 

but, as we will see, it is not only that we cannot avoid using some words, there is also truth in talking 

of animals as, for example, decision-makers. Further, I will show that animals make decisions that are 

of a political nature and that this should lead us to think that animals should author the political 

communities and systems of which they are participants. The question then is: what terms can best 

capture that kind of animal political system? The answer, as Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) have 

argued, seems relatively clear: zoodemocracy and zoopolis.29  

On a different register, our historically situated politico-scientific paradigm assumes that almost 

everything is predictable. The science that stemmed from Cartesianism seeks for certainty and 

                                                           
28 See Foucault 1982, 781. 
29 We will see in Chapter Five that several authors have challenged the idea that animals speak and are political agents. 
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predictability, that is, under this paradigm “causes are substituted for reasons for action . . . and the 

term initiative disappears in favour of reaction” (Despret 2016, 39). Scientific Cartesian rationality needs 

to close off initiative as it requires calculation and certainty. For this reason, the dominant scientific 

epistemic order does not only seek predictability and reactions, it is by and large closed to being 

surprised and attentive to others’ responses. This is not to say that one should erase the notion of 

reaction altogether from our thinking. After all, processes like chemical reactions do exist. However, 

we will see that when “initiative” is displaced in favour of “reaction,” animals’ agencies and voices are 

often erased and silenced. Crucially, this scientific way of thinking has played a determining role in 

deeming animals as apolitical, machine-like beings rather than responsive political decision-makers; 

that is why I have undermined, and in some respects erased, the notion of reaction from my thinking. 

How would we read the lives of other animals if we thought, felt, and existed without “reaction” in 

the picture? To be clear, by this I do not mean to say that a sanitised space outside the influence of 

human language is easily accessible, as if one could set aside notions such as reaction with a mere wave 

of the sovereign hand: we should not stop deconstructing. Nonetheless, we ought to attempt thinking 

and living differently. Other animals rightfully demand it.   

As our language is anthropocentrically limited, and the limits of our imagination are circumscribed 

by our language (Wittgenstein 1922/1955, 5.6), I will coin several terms (e.g., “coanimality”, “Western 

language”, “zooterrapolis”) in order to rupture anthropocentrism, amplify the horizons of what is 

ethico-politically feasible, and disclose dimensions of reality that have remained somehow concealed. 

While I will develop several concepts extensively in the thesis, there are a few terms that, for the sake 

of clarity, need to be discussed now: “Western,” the language of “force,” “deconstruction,” and 

“violence.” Further, as sentientist logics – as opposed to animal logics – dominate animal rights theory, 

and I will avoid sentientism, it also seems pertinent to justify this move upfront.  

1.4.1. What is “Western”? 

It is my contention that due to colonialism, the pervasive reach of neoliberalism worldwide, and the 

rise of technologies such as internet, a Western European conceptuality has differentially pervaded the 
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subjectivities of many humans from most, if not all, geographies. In what follows I want to delineate 

the content of what that Western conceptuality entails, as the central aim of the first half of the thesis 

is to substantiate the claim that Western conceptuality/language is all-pervasive. I am going to go as 

far as Greek thinking but my intention is not to argue that there is a grand narrative that has remained 

the same from Greek thought up to the present. I cannot do a genealogy here of how Westernness, 

neoliberal rationales, Christianity, Cartesianism, the Enlightenment, and colonial thinking constitute 

each other, have come to dominate world politics, and determine the subjectivities of many. 

Nonetheless, I would like to outline the contours of what I mean by “Western” in this thesis, draw 

some of the limits of the term as I will use it, and direct the reader to some of the literature that has 

extensively discussed this “Westernness.” 

In 16th Century Spain and under the rule of King Charles V of Habsburg, a saying was often used 

to explain the reach of the Spanish Empire at the time: Spain was “the empire on which the sun never 

sets.” The saying has persisted and some Spaniards recall it with awe and a certain nostalgia. The 

Empire went from some regions in present-day Germany and Italy to Western Sahara and Equatorial 

Guinea passing through many Latin American countries up to the Philippines and the Solomon 

Islands. Spain colonised many people through Christianity and Spanish as the true religion and language 

(read: the truth). “The empire on which the sun never sets” would then be used by the British Empire 

whose reach went from North America, to many countries in Africa, India, and Oceania; the British 

Empire also had protectorates in countries like the Emirate of Afghanistan, the Kingdom of Egypt, 

and Brunei until as recently as 1984 in the latter case. Much more could be said about the list of 

Empires and the history of colonialism (e.g., Portugal and France), but there is no space here.30  

One of the conceptual cores, if not the core, of the so-called Western tradition is the notorious 

pre-eminence given to the human in opposition to the animal at the ontological and ethico-political 

levels: in ancient Greece with, for example, Aristotle’s theorisation of man as the only one “among the 

animals [who] has speech” (Aristotle Pol I 2,1253a10); medieval philosophy with St. Augustine’s 

                                                           
30 See Fanon 1961/2001; Said 1978/2019; and Mbembe 2001. 
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perspective that we do not take heed of animal cries and pain when they are killed by humans because 

they lack “a rational soul” and therefore animals are “not related to us by a common nature” (Saint 

Augustine 354-430AD/2008, 105); renaissance with Aquinas’ understanding of animals as being 

“naturally subject to man [homini] [my addition],” since it is man’s divine right as the one who is made 

in the image of God to “rightly subject” and kill animals (Aquinas 1265–1274/1922, Pars Prima, Q 96, 

art. 1); modernity with Descartes’ conception of animals as mere automata, machines that do not have 

consciousness (Descartes 1637/2006, 46-47); and German Idealism with Kant’s regard of animals as 

irrational things in opposition to rational man (Kant 1798/2006, 15).31  

While I am aware that the history of Western thought can be read in a different light,32 I do think 

that the concept of the human is currently inhabited in some way by the previous history.33 To be clear, 

my contention is not that a certain historical legacy has survived over the centuries and structures our 

historically situated present, but rather that some of the key features of Platonic, Christian, and 

Cartesian logics structure the subjectivities of Westerners in our colonial present.34 Further, whenever I 

use the terms “Western” and “Westerner” the reader should not think of “occidental” countries. By 

Westerners, for example, I mean those humans whose subjectivities are structured through 

dichotomies, or rather conceptual forces like the human/animal (Derrida 2008a), nature/culture 

(Plumwood 1993/2000), reason/unreason (Foucault 1961/2009), us/them (De la Cadena 2019, 477-

478; Bailey 2005/2007, 353), the subject/object (Foucault 1982; Adams 1990/2015), the mind/body 

(Haraway, 1985/2016), man/woman (Adams 1990/2015), black/white (Kim 2015; Ko and Ko 2017), 

abled/disabled (Taylor 2017), and native/civil (Fanon 1961/2001, 32-46).35 We will see that these are 

                                                           
31 On the history of animal philosophy, see Steiner 2010; Campbell 2014; Calarco 2022a.  
32 The Greeks did not uphold a homogenous view in relation to animals, humans and our being in the world. Philosophers 
such as Pythagoras, Plutarch, and Porphyry defended for multiple reasons that animals should not be killed. Porphyry went 
so far as to claim that eating animals is “unjust” (Porphyry 1999, 41). Other philosophers such as Leibniz and Spinoza 
differed substantially from Descartes’ understanding of how we should think of humans in relation to nature. I have 
presented this historical overview, because it is Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, Descartes, and Kant’s ideas that have been 
and are the historically dominant ones – for a thorough historical account on this matter see Steiner 2010, Campbell 2014 
and Calarco 2022a. 
33 It might be worth noting that according to Wikipedia around 56% of the world population is Christian or Muslim (2020).  
34 How and why this is the case goes beyond the scope of this thesis.  
35 Other important concepts and dichotomies are: the sovereign subject and its associated grammatical form “who” 
(Derrida 2008b); the enlightened man (Adorno and Horkheimer 1947/2002); and the human-nature (Kheel 1993; Val 
Plumwood 1993/2002; Haraway 2008). 
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not mere dichotomies; each of these terms is a conceptual force that genders, racialises, humanises, 

animalises, generates a certain normativity in terms of what bodies are the “right” bodies, what 

sexualities are the “right” sexualities, and so on. Crucially, these conceptual forces constitute the lives, 

cultures, and subjectivities of many due to colonialism (Mbembe 2001), world economic rationales,36 

the legacy of slavery, and the sexism37 that structures many subjectivities and political and legal systems 

worldwide. In short, my argument will be that the subjectivities of many English, Chinese, Chileans, 

Somalis, Canadians, and Australians are to a great, although always differential, extent constituted by 

Western language, i.e., a language-conceptuality in which the aforementioned dichotomies exist today.   

In this thesis, the term “Western” is understood to be fundamentally structured by Platonic 

representationalist understandings of reality. To explain, the ontology and Western metaphysics 

thought by Socrates and Plato regards the sensible realm as that which is constantly changing; in 

opposition, the intelligible realm (of ideas) has been thought as “immune to time,” that is “a realm 

beyond becoming and change. This is what is commonly described as a metaphysics of presence.” 

(Söderbäck 2013, 254).38 Similarly, Heidegger identifies the origin of our metaphysics of representation 

in the understanding that things, for Plato, “are a concrete illustration of the ‘ideas’” (Heidegger, 

1931/1998, 164).39  The reader should notice that this way of thinking constitutes the dominant 

representationalist understanding of language discussed in the first sections of this chapter.   

The notion of “Western” also holds the Cartesian cogito at its heart. For Descartes, truth required 

“the certainty of representation” (Marrati 2005, 89). This, however, is not mere thinking. Descartes’ 

ideas have (and had) a profound effect on what constitutes scientific thinking (Heidegger 1954/2011) 

and have a transformative ontological force: under Cartesianism, beings become objects of study and 

                                                           
36 Consider PISA exams, which happen worldwide and structure education systems all over the world (Peim 2018), and the 
intensive production of animals. The latter objectifies and commodifies animals (Pachirat 2011), and does not only occur 
in the so-called occidental countries (Imhoff 2010; Sanders 2020); it is a worldwide mechanistic and violent system against 
animals (Wadiwel 2015; Gillespie 2018) that is ruled by the kind of calculative thinking explained below. Crucially, 
calculative thinking also depends on the Platonic-representationalist logic discussed in the proceeding paragraphs.   
37 The reader should know that as of 2018, approximately 1 in 3 women worldwide (in the 194 WHO Member States) had 
experienced intimate partner violence and/or non-partner sexual violence at least once in their lifetime (WHO 2021, xvi) 
– consider also the place of women in many interpretations and practice of the Abrahamic religions. 
38 For an in-depth discussion of Greek thought see generally Heidegger 1975a, 1998 
39 For a discussion of Heidegger’s interpretation of Plato and critique of representationalist thinking, see White 2005; 
Calarco 2004, 2008, 15-54; Gonzalez 2009; and Backman 2012.  
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the essence of the human is turned into a subject. Descartes’ subject is an egological sovereign, who 

scrutinises entities (e.g., living animals) that appear as mere objects (e.g., of research) within the mental 

representations of the subject. Crucially, these objects of research are at the disposal of the sovereign 

subject who can exercise dominion over entities as s/he pleases. 40  Heidegger links Descartes’ 

representationalist way of thinking to “security, control, and domination that cannot be ascribed to an 

individual subject or cogito” (Bernet 2014, 223). Instead, Heidegger reads this as an epochal event in 

which calculative thinking dominates how we live and exist (Heidegger 1947/2011). The Cartesian-

scientific logics that dominate our present at several levels worldwide have enabled “the project of 

calculability as a project of mastery” which has been “opened up by the all-powerful force of 

representation” (Marrati 2005, 89).41  

Let me explain what calculability means through the exemplary case of the so-called father of 

animal ethics and animal rights theory: Peter Singer. For Singer (1975/2009) ethics consists in the 

aggregation of presumably countable animals’ experiences of joy and pain in a utilitarian calculation. 

Singer’s utilitarian calculus requires that we use the same unit of measurement, as it happens in fields 

such as physics in which one cannot subtract, for example, kilograms and millilitres. This way of 

thinking is Platonic and representationalist because it reduces the lived differential and unique 

experiences (what is sensible) of human and non-human animals into static ideals that are the same: a 

specific real experience becomes an abstract unit of joy/pain. Crucially, this way of thinking reproduces 

the Platonic intelligible/sensible dichotomy and regards animals as transparent to our intellect. Under 

Singer’s thinking, human and non-human animals are mere objects of study at the disposal of the 

Cartesian subject.42  

There is a last component of Westernness that I would like to outline, namely, neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism should not only be understood as an economic rationale that structures political systems, 

policies, schooling, health systems, and economies all over the world (Foucault 1977/1995, 

                                                           
40 As extensively discussed in Chapters Two to Three. The reader might wish to read Dinesh Wadiwel’s (2015) masterful 
work on the subject in The War Against Animals. 
41 Consider factory farming, and more generally the logics of mass production and efficiency in multiple sectors worldwide 
(Imhoff, 2010; Thierman 2010; Pachirat 2011).  
42 For extensive critiques of Singer, see Kheel 1985; Slicer 1991; Gruen 2015, 15-26; Castello 2022. 
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1978/2004), it is a rationale that structures the subjectivities of many humans, too. From Japanese and 

Chinese students’ being pressured to get the highest grades – a phenomenon increasingly present in 

many countries worldwide (Peim 2018) – passing through the intensive mass production of animals 

for food consumption worldwide (Wadiwel 2015; FAO 2020) up to the neoliberalisation of 

Westerners’ very subjectivities, that is, what Foucault calls the homo oeconomicus or economic human 

(Foucault 1978/2004, 225), which entails not only “an analysis in terms of utility of what [s/he] is 

[her/himself]” (ibid., 225), but crucially the internalisation of economic rationales that lead many 

humans to become entrepreneurs of their own selves (ibid., 226): to think, live, feel, and exist through 

neoliberalism.  

In short, by Western conceptuality I will refer to: [1] an all-pervasive force that constitutes the 

subjectivities of many humans in most, if not all, geographies in our historically situated colonial 

present; [2] a set of concepts that structure many legal and political institutions; [3] a violent 

representationalist logic that reduces the differential experiences of humans and animals to 

homogenised concepts, and produces a Cartesian egological and sovereign subject who exists in 

opposition to the animal; and [4] an object-forming force that objectifies and commodifies, that is, 

living beings and corpses become consumable entities to neoliberal human subjects (read: homo 

oeconomicus): from animals in a slaughterhouse to women represented in advertisement as consumable 

meat (Wadiwel 2015; Gillespie 2018; Adams 2020).  

I will substantiate the argument that each of the previous points structures the subjectivities of 

many humans through multiple case studies. I will focus, however, on case studies geographically 

situated in the so-called occident, more concretely in North America and Australia because it seemed 

to me important to put the focus on those countries regarded as “powerful” and dominant, and avoid 

the risk of reproducing racist and imperialist logics by pointing at countries like China, so-called “third-

world” countries, and Indigenous people’s cosmologies. For this reason, I will not focus on those 

countries that have “endured [and endure] racism and colonialism” (Kim 2015, 196), which is not to 

say that subjects and institutions in geographies other than the so-called occidental ones should have 

the right “to dominate women, animals, and nature” (ibid., 196). The point is that while the cases I will 
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analyse are geographically situated in “occidental” countries, the scope of Western 

language/conceptuality goes at least as far as colonialism and neoliberalism have gone.  

1.4.2. Language as force 

I have already referred above to language and concepts as forces. While this terminology has emerged 

from the case studies examined in the first chapters of the thesis, and in order to begin this 

investigation, it is necessary to give an overview of why I use the metaphor of force, and what I mean 

by language and concepts. First, I distinguish between a concept, a concept’s force, and 

conceptuality/language as a whole. I understand the term “concept” as operating at the level of 

thinking and having a sort of atomistic ring to it: we can think about the concept animal and, for 

instance, reconceptualise it in a text. A concept’s force, however, attempts to capture that, like 

gravitational forces, concepts act constantly, that they are not clearly localisable and that they are all-

pervasive, i.e., the forces of concepts affect everything within their reach in an imperceptible manner. 

Further, a concept’s force is understood to form the world and the subjectivities of humans: while we 

can reconceptualise a term/concept in a text or think about it differently, the ontological force of a 

concept such as the human acts in and through Westerners in great part regardless of such 

reconceptualisations. To exemplify, one might reconceptualise the concept of human in a text so that 

it means chair. This, of course, would have no effect on how the force of the concept of the human 

would act in that same text, our subjectivities, and the world. I understand “conceptuality” in a similar 

way to a “concept’s force,” but “conceptuality” transcends the force of individual concepts, and 

captures the all-pervasiveness of language as a whole.  

I uncover in Chapter Two that it is a mistake to think about the force of individual concepts as 

isolated unities that relate to each other in a somehow external manner. Instead, and by way of a simile, 

concepts act like the gravity of different stars and planets act in the universe. For instance, we can 

think of a concept such as the sovereign subject as having its own gravitational field, while 

simultaneously this gravitational field is not merely a part of the universe’s gravitational force as a 

whole. In a way, its concept’s gravitational field is dissolved in the whole, it is the whole in itself – 
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hence the disclosure of interconstitutionality. The reader should also know that unless I say otherwise, 

whenever I refer to language/conceptuality I will be referring to Western language/conceptuality. 

Second, and as we saw above, language does not refer to languages such as English, Arabic, or 

Japanese. I think of language as a historical-conceptual-ontological force that structures human 

languages. Importantly, in the first chapters of the thesis, the reader should not focus so much on 

words, but rather on the conceptual forces that act through words. What will be at stake is not analysing 

the English “human” but the human and the animal that structure French, Arabic, Spanish, Japanese, 

and Chinese.  

Third, I have chosen the term language to disclose the first chapters’ insights on human sovereignty 

over animals for the following three reasons: [1] most of the insights I discuss are of a conceptual 

nature, and language and concepts are semantically speaking bound to each other; [2] a key 

characteristic of language will be the gathering force of the logos, and logos can be translated as 

language;43 and [3] alternative terms might have been more confusing and alienating.44  

Before continuing, I would like to address an objection that some readers might already have. I 

have claimed above that in Chapters Two and Three, I will argue that language is all-pervasive and that 

I will make use of the metaphor of gravity when referring to language. This would seem to contradict 

claims of deconstruction insofar as deconstruction, like the notion of différance, understands that 

language is always fissured, unstable, and open to change. In fact, Derrida argued that a text is always 

opened to being reinterpreted, or rather, iterated (1988, 40). In other words, the objection could be 

that the ontology disclosed in the forthcoming chapters does not leave space for transformation. It is 

as if there were no fissures since my argument will be that language is sovereign and permeates all 

aspects of our existence.  

Indeed, I use gravity because it connotes that it is inescapable, all-pervasive, and ever-present. I 

also make use of ‘gravity’ because it is imperceptible to humans’ eyes. Interestingly though, gravity’s 

force can be overcome. In fact, every single step that we take in our lives is taken against gravity, but 

                                                           
43 See Chapter Two. 
44 For example, “Western metaphysics.” 
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we do walk and move forward. In other words, while gravity is always already there, we resist it 

nonetheless, and flourish and thrive within it. What I will try to demonstrate in the course of this thesis 

is that Western language is like gravity. It is always already there acting on and through us because our 

subjectivities are fundamentally constituted by language, in a similar way to how we are always gendered 

and racialized subjects.  

Thus, we can think of Western language as we think of subjectivity. We are always human subjects, 

or so I will argue, but this does not mean that we are not also animals. In fact, my contention will be 

that our animality can counter the force of Western language. There are moments when our animality 

overpowers Western language, which does not mean that language ceases to be present at those 

instances. In the same way that we do not cease to be subjects when we are attuned to our animality, 

the force of Western language does not cease to constitute our subjectivities whenever we are more 

attuned to our animality.  

Further, one might also be concerned with the discourse of gravity because this discourse would 

not seem to leave space for the liberating ‘magic of language’ that, for example, a novelist might 

experience while she writes. Again, I do not think that using the language of gravity, and the insights 

disclosed in Chapters Two and Three, are antithetical to the subversive power of language and that 

kind of phenomena because ‘gravity’ always leaves space for resistance, and for going against its 

gravitational pull. Similarly, music, painting, poetry, and academic writing, among other forms of 

expression, can open up new possibilities, challenge Western language’s gravitational force, and 

contribute decisively to transforming our subjectivities.  

However, the central focus of this thesis’ opening chapters will not consist in studying in what 

ways language, or other forms of art, can rupture anthropocentrism, structural racism, patriarchy, and 

so on. Instead, I will study how language constitutes the subjectivities of Westerners to be violent 

against those beings who deviate from the paradigmatic human person. To insist, while my contention 

is that no form of expression is impermeable to Western language’s grip, that is why I use the language 

of gravity, this does not mean that transformation is foreclosed by the discourse and insights advanced 
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in this thesis. The metaphor of gravity suggests that Western language can be overcome even in 

activities as mundane as walking to the closest underground station.45  

1.4.3. Why “violence”?  

In the fields of post-colonial theory, and continental and feminist philosophy, authors like Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak (1988), Judith Butler (2004), Derrida (2008a), and Wadiwel (2015) have argued 

that erasing what is unique and different about other beings is a form of violence. I have presented 

and sometimes assumed this argument in several conferences and received a hostile response by some 

members of the audience who have said: “talking of erasing difference cannot be the same as talking 

of violence,” “why should one value difference?” and “talking about violating the otherness of another 

risks broadening the scope of the concept of violence so much as to render it meaningless.” 

I defer answering the question of valuing difference to subsequent chapters.46 I would like to 

discuss now the questions related to equating the erasure of difference with violence, and the risk of 

broadening the concept of violence too much. First, Butler argues that the “broader structures of racial, 

gender . . ., sexual,” (Butler 2020, 137) and anthropocentric violence underlie and enable physical 

violence. Focusing excessively on deconstructing physical violence “at the expense of the broader 

structure . . . run[s] the risk of failing to account for those kinds of violence that are linguistic, 

emotional, institutional, and economic – those that undermine and expose life to harm or death” 

(Butler 2020, 137). Similarly, if we omit the physical blow, “we fail to understand the embodied 

character of the threat, the harm, the injury. Structural forms of violence take their toll on the body, 

waring the body down, deconstituting its corporeal existence” (Butler 2020, 137-138). What Butler is 

trying to get at is not only that we can and should talk of structural and epistemic violence, but that 

epistemic violence precedes and causes physical violence: “a life can register as a life only within a[n 

epistemological] schema that presents it as such” (2020, 112).  

                                                           
45 See Chapter Two 
46 See sections 4.3.3 and 5.5. 
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In a similar line, Wadiwel argues that when a knowledge system fails “to recognise another, violence 

follows” (2015, 256).  For instance, we can talk of the human-animal divide as being epistemically 

violent (Spivak 1988, 281; Wadiwel 2019, 215) because concepts such as the human and the animal 

reduce what is unique, plural, heterogeneous, and different to what is the same: humans and animals 

are reduced to the human and the animal. It is in this respect that post-colonial thinking stresses the 

political need, as a matter of epistemic justice, to talk of epistemic violence (Spivak 1988). To give 

another example, when white Western rationales assimilate epistemically the experiences, cultures and 

traditions of other than white people, we should talk of violence because those who do not conform 

to white people’s forms of existence are not only under threat, they are epistemically, ethico-politically 

and materially denied and destroyed.  

Epistemic violence and its material effects have also been felt intensely in the LGBTQ communities 

(Butler 1990/1999). For instance, when homosexuality was epistemologically regarded as an illness in 

the 1950s, homosexual people were often imprisoned in psychiatric hospitals and medicalised in order 

to cure their “illness.”47 Notice that there were two forms of interconstituted violence taking place: [1] 

homosexual people were violated epistemically because their sexuality was regarded as an illness, which 

took its toll at the emotional, subjective, and psychological levels – these are all embodied experiences 

that cannot be separated from the conceptuality that sustain the oppression; [2] homosexual people 

were also violated physically: they were literally imprisoned and forced to take medicines in psychiatric 

hospitals because they were not like the heterosexual normative man (Butler 2020, 137). These forms 

of violence are incomprehensible without understanding that Western conceptuality and those 

oppressive practices against homosexual people were interconstituted, and so were the psychological, 

emotional and physical experiences of homosexual people.  

It is my contention that we ought to use the word “violence” when epistemic violence takes place: 

when people lead lives that deviate from the white, (hu)man, heterosexual, male and “civil” way of 

living, and they are oppressed epistemically, emotionally and physically because they deviate from the 

                                                           
47 For an extensive discussion of this kind of violence, see Foucault’s ground-breaking History of Madness.  
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(hu)man’s way of being, we ought to speak of violence. Not to do so contributes decisively to 

reproducing these forms of violence: when one does not use the word “violence” because “talking of 

erasing difference cannot be the same as talking of violence,” or because “talking about violating the 

otherness of another risks broadening the scope of the concept of violence so much as to render it 

meaningless,” what one is in truth saying is: “these forms of violence are less important than “physical” 

forms of violence” (read: heterosexual, male, civilisationist, and ableist conceptions of violence). As 

this thesis is committed to an ethics and politics that celebrates difference and puts feminist, post-

colonial, anti-racist, animal, and anti-ableist insights at the centre, I will use the word “violence” in the 

“broad” sense discussed in the previous paragraphs.  

1.4.4. The problems with sentientist logics 

The last point I would like to discuss is the avoidance of sentience and sentientist logics in this thesis. 

Singer not only popularised the term sentience, but the sentientist logic that drove his work was (and 

is) a foundational cornerstone for the animal rights movement, and the fields of animal ethics and 

animal rights theory. Indeed, sentientism remains the axis to think ethically and politically in the animal 

movement and animal-related fields,48 and this is, in my view, one of the main weaknesses of those 

fields. Let me explain some of the problems underlying sentientist logics. 

Singer thinks that sentience, understood as the “the capacity to suffer and/or experience 

enjoyment” (1975/2009, 5), is the necessary condition for a being to be worthy of moral consideration. 

As Singer puts it in both Animal Liberation and Practical Ethics: “the limit of sentience (…) is 

the only defensible boundary of concern for the interests of others [my emphasis]” (Singer 1975/2009, 

9; Singer 1979/2011, 15). Singer wrote these words in a context in which animals were not regarded 

as meriting moral considerability because they did not have language, reason, intelligence, and so on. 

                                                           
48 For example, in: animal ethics (Cavalieri 2001; Goodale and Black 2010); animal political philosophy (Cochrane 2012; 
Vink 2020) animal welfare science (Proctor 2012; Proctor et al., 2013; Luna and Tadich, 2019); animal welfare advocacy 
associations (Mercy for Animals 2021; The Humane Society 2021a); and some animal rights’ organisations (PETA 2021) 
among many others. 



40 
 

Thus Singer’s emphasis on considering sentience as the necessary and only locus to grant moral standing 

to human and other than human animals seemed a reasonable move.  

As reasonable as it might appear to follow sentientist logics, sentientism is problematic because: [1] 

it usually establishes one property as the only source of value, which often overlooks and erases ethical 

dimensions other than the chosen one. I have often heard animal ethicists, animal lawyers, and animal 

rights theorists say in conferences: “the only question that we need to ask is: are they sentient? If they 

are, that’s it,” which means that if they (animals) are not sentient, there is nothing else to ask either – 

note that there are always different definitions of sentience, and recall the discussion on epistemic 

violence above; [2] when sentience becomes the chosen property a great deal, if not everything, hangs 

on how sentience is defined. Alasdair Cochrane, for instance, defines sentience as “the capacity for 

conscious experience.” This implies, Cochrane contends, that sentient animals “have a sense of ‘self,’” 

insofar as they can “experience the world and their place in it [my emphasis]” (Cochrane 2018, 8). One 

would need to examine carefully the notion of ‘consciousness’ and the meaning of ‘experiencing one’s 

place in the world,’ for it is unclear whether, for example, some people with severe cognitive disabilities 

can cognitively abstract and experience their place in the world in the human-like sense (Vorhaus 

2014);49 [3] it is especially pertinent to draw attention to the link between sentientist and ableist logics 

because both Cochrane and Singer – who are two of the major advocates of sentientism – have 

explicitly regarded people with severe cognitive disabilities as lesser than cognitively-abled rational 

humans.50 Singer has argued that parents of children with severe cognitive disabilities should have a 

right to kill their children when they are born (Singer 2009), and Cochrane has said that  

[i]nterfering with them [abled humans], using them against their will, and moulding their desires are 

usually incredibly harmful to [abled] human beings. As a result of this difference, then, some practices 

that are objectionable when done to [abled] humans are not objectionable when done to animals, [and 

people with severe cognitive disabilities]: keeping an animal as a pet is quite unlike keeping a[n abled] 

                                                           
49 To be clear, this is not to say that Cochrane intends to define sentience in this manner, but rather illustrate the risks in 
following monist thinking and using Cochrane’s discourse.  
50 Whenever I refer to “abled humans,” the reader should assume that I refer to a rationalistic idealised understanding of 
the human that deems humans as independent persons of “sound” mind, as ableist authors sometimes say – if I intend to 
refer to able-bodied ableism, I will make it explicit.  
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human as a slave; using animals to undertake certain types of work is quite unlike coercing [abled] human 

beings to labour; buying and selling animals is quite unlike trading [abled] human beings; and so on. 

Since the vast majority of animals [and people with severe cognitive disabilities] have no intrinsic interest 

in liberty, they have no fundamental right to freedom and to liberation (Cochrane 2012, 11). 

I have added ‘abled’ and ‘people with severe cognitive disabilities’ because Cochrane argues that most 

non-human animals and people with severe cognitive disabilities do not have an intrinsic interest in 

liberty because they are not autonomous agents like the human is. This means that Cochrane’s words 

above do not refer to humans and animals but to abled humans specifically, and to animals and people 

with severe cognitive disabilities – interestingly, Cochrane omits mentioning the latter and the word 

“abled” explicitly.51 The point is that it should come as no surprise that two of the major advocates of 

sentientism are two of the most ableist authors in the animal rights movement because when we think 

of sentience as the necessary and sufficient condition to be granted moral considerability, we stop 

deconstructing: “the only question that we need to ask is: are they sentient?” And when we stop 

deconstructing, as I will demonstrate in the course of this thesis, the force of the human will speak in 

our ear to be ableist, anthropocentric, sexist, racist, and so on.  

 The last point I would like to consider regarding sentientism relates to the drive towards searching 

for the necessary condition in liberal ethics, which is intimately related to the question of what 

constitutes Westernness. The question I want to ponder is this: why is this undesirable tendency to 

identify the necessary condition so prevalent? This propensity has its origins in Greek thought and 

Christianity.52 A notorious and exemplary case is Plato’s optical search for the sun (the good), which he 

regarded as the ultimate and highest idea. Heidegger labelled the way of thinking that looks for the 

source onto-theology. Onto-theology brings together being (onto) and God (Theos). As Iain Thomson 

explains: “our metaphysical tradition has indeed sought to establish both the fundamental and the ultimate 

                                                           
51 See Cochrane 2012 27, 29, and section 5.3.2 for an extensive discussion of the previous quote.  
52 Which should not be confused with saying that there is a grand historical narrative going from the Greeks up to the 
present, but rather that a certain interpretation of Greek thought, and Christianity dominates our thinking in the present. 
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conceptual parameters of intelligibility by ontologically grounding and theologically founding – and 

thereby legitimating – our changing historical sense of what-is” (Thomson 2011, 110).53  

I provide this brief explanation of onto-theology because this thesis is situated in opposition to 

frameworks that seek single sources of value.54 Instead, this thesis is a pluralist one and seeks to attend 

to our constantly-in-the-making differential existences. Rather than considering sentience as the 

necessary and sufficient source of value, this thesis will affirm and celebrate: differences (Warren 1990, 

Derrida 2008a); dependencies (Taylor 2017; Montford and Taylor 2020); embodied vulnerabilities 

(Plumwood 1995; Calarco 2015); entangled animal existences (Haraway 2008, Gruen 2015); the forms 

of social organisation and communal modes of existence of both species-specific and multispecies 

animal communities (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011); and sentience, among other things.  

1.5. Sketching the Thesis 

Before sketching this thesis’s chapters, I would like to mention that one argument tangentially runs 

through this thesis, that is, the idea that ontology, ethics, and politics are, on many occasions, one. The 

reader might also wish to pay special attention to the tangential disclosure of interconstitutionality, 

which I will explicitly mark at some points and discuss thoroughly in the Conclusion. 

Chapter Two provides one of the theoretical cores of this thesis, that is, that Western language is 

not an external tool to Westerners, but rather an all-pervasive sovereign force that constitutes our 

subjectivities. To this end, I begin by deconstructing my own self, specifically my disavowal of a dead 

pigeon. I uncover Western language’s all-pervasiveness by deconstructing several case studies: the idea 

that speciesism has been the central axis to discriminate non-human animals; the tendency to argue that 

humans are exceptional in a hierarchical sense; the belief that if the walls of slaughterhouses were made 

of glass, animal liberation would be within reach; and the contention that racism and animality 

constitute each other. My main contribution in this chapter is to offer an explanation as of why 

Westerners are violent against those who are not like the human. The reason is, I argue, that Western 

                                                           
53 For a detailed explanation of what ontotheology involves, see Thomson 2011.  
54 For a nuanced discussion on the search for one origin, or genesis, see Schalow 2000. 
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language forms the subjectivities of many humans to be sovereign over animals (Wadiwel 2015), 

determining what we decide, and how we feel, think and act. 

Chapter Three further develops Chapter Two’s insights, especially in relation to the claim that 

Western language is all-pervasive. I do this by coining a new absent referent: the present absent referent. 

Drawing on the ground-breaking work of Carol J. Adams (1990/2015), I show that animals are absent 

not only when they are literally absent, as Adams contends, but also when they are actually present. 

Next, I show why thinking of language as theorised in this thesis is important by engaging with Frans 

de Waal’s (2016) representationalist conception of language and what role his understanding of 

language plays in concealing the violence inherent in keeping the capuchins upon whom he conducts 

research captive. I then turn to the field of animal law and provide further arguments to substantiate 

Maneesha Deckha’s contention that the category of legal personhood is anthropocentric, and therefore 

the strategy followed by many animal lawyers to advocate for the legal recognition of animals as legal 

persons is mistaken. The first two chapters demonstrate that Western language constitutes multiple 

dimensions of our reality and subjectivities, and plays a key role in producing unimaginable levels of 

violence against those who deviate from the paradigmatic human person. It is in this interconstitutional 

sense that, I contend, we can think of carnism as a dominant and violent culture in which consuming 

animals and women is a naturalised practice.   

Chapter Four starts to depart from the previous two chapters and sets the tone for the second half 

of the thesis. This chapter critically examines the work of Donna J. Haraway, discloses how Haraway’s 

theory is helpful in making us attentive to our animality, and provides an ecofeminist vegan ethico-

politics that frames the arguments advanced in the second part of this thesis. I argue that Haraway, in 

spite of her attentiveness to multiple ethico-political animal dimensions, advocates violent practices 

against animals because her logic remains subjected to the sovereign force of Western language. 

However, Haraway provides nuanced insights on: the irremediably violent nature of our human 

existence, the fact that human-animal and animal-animal entanglements constitute our animal lives, the 

importance of respecting other animals as vulnerable and different mortals who make decisions, and 

the transformative potential of being respectfully curious. In this chapter I also coin and claim the term 
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“coanimal” by drawing on Haraway’s insistence on the use of the prefix “co-” and Sunaura Taylor’s 

rich account as a disabled woman of human animality (2017). Finally, the chapter argues that feminism 

entails being a contextual vegan and identifies the need to understand why human and non-human 

animals exist in a shared world where we can play together, forge relationships and form multispecies 

political communities.  

Chapter Five is the second theoretical cornerstone of the thesis and discloses that human and non-

human animals exist in a shared sensory-conceptual space, speak a shared animal language, and 

discusses the political and normative bearing the previous insights have. My argument is that human 

and non-human animals see gates as gates, touch water as water, smell smoke as smoke, and taste 

carrots as carrots by existing in and through animal conceptuality, i.e., the shared sensory-conceptuality 

uncovered. I argue that being attentive to this shared animal existence can play a crucial role in 

countering the violent force of Western language theorised in Chapters Two and Three, and human 

violent practices against animals. Further, it is my contention that this shared animal conceptuality 

constitutes the animal language that, I argue, human and non-human animals speak, which explains 

why many animals are political agents and why animals are agents who are towards death, i.e., they are 

vulnerable mortals with an interest in the continuance of their lives. I then contend that the animal 

language and sensory-conceptual space advanced in this chapter demand that we animals build a 

zoodemocratic political system, what I call Zooterrapolis. 

Finally, Chapter Six examines how animals’ political practices could be translated into more 

systemic terms by developing Sue Donaldson’s (2020a) recent proposal of using microboards – groups 

of humans who would translate animals’ voices into policies – as a form of animal political 

representation. I develop Donaldson’s work by drawing on feminist legal scholar Catharine A. 

MacKinnon’s critique of consent theory (2016), Michel Foucault’s understanding of power 

(1976/1998), and the deconstructive theory advanced in Chapter Two and Chapter Three of this thesis. 

I then discuss how we can attune ourselves to our coanimality and the kind of process of subjective 

co-transformation that most humans need to experience with other animals to become zoocitizens. I 

do this by examining the process of subjective transformation that Reingard Spannring experienced 
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with her horse friend Freja (2019). To end, I explore in a more speculative tone what a zoopolis could 

look like by imagining a future Zoolondopolis in which the infrastructure of the city and the law of 

England is transformed in order to accommodate members of different animal species. 
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Part I: 

The Rule of Western Language 
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2 

- 

The Sovereignty of Western Language: A World-

Forming Force Against Animals  

 

 

 

‘The King is dead, long live the King!’ 

Jacques Derrida (2001-2002) 

 

 

 

It is an early morning in winter 2019, North London. The air is fresh as it had rained during the night. 

I take my usual walk from home to the underground and encounter a pigeon on the pavement – a dead 

pigeon. A quick glance at its wounded neck tells me that the bird was probably killed by a cat. I don’t 

stop. I simply glance at the pigeon and continue walking. After a minute or so, however, I start to feel 

troubled: ‘why have I not stopped? Why have I not felt anything?’ Indeed, while I looked at the corpse 

of that pigeon I felt nothing. It was as if I had looked at any other object on the pavement. Multiple 

thoughts and feelings coalesced at once: I was troubled, somehow pained and anxious – my heartbeat 

rose. 

As an ethico-political vegan who was at the time drafting this chapter, I was struck by my own 

indifference: I care about animals. I care about respecting them, their lives, and who they are. How 

could it be that while looking at the corpse of that pigeon on my morning route, I felt nothing, nothing 

more than if I had seen a bin or a car?! 
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2.1. Framing 

Over the years I have spent writing this dissertation I have encountered a lot of vegans, talked with 

many animal rights people and advocates, and read a fair amount of writings in these fields. Many of 

these people and writings find it difficult to understand and even believe that friends, family members 

and academics know about factory farms, but they continue to consume animals. With a certain sense 

of wonder and shock, I have repeatedly heard: ‘why is it that when people know that farmed animals 

suffer, they continue to consume animals?!’ Surprisingly, many of the academics, vegans, and animal 

advocates who ask such questions also put forth, what I call, the visibility argument: the idea that if 

people truly knew what happens in factory farms, the problem of the industrial production of animals 

would be somehow solved. For instance, Janneke Vink has recently said that “transparency . . . [is] a 

potential hidden gem waiting to be discovered by animal welfare groups” (2020, 97), and Michael 

Pollan has argued that if the walls of factory farms were made of glass the problem of industrial farming 

would be solved (Pollan 2006, 226-238). Even industrial farming lobbies believe that transparency is 

an immediate threat to their interests, as the passing of recent ag-gag laws attests.1 In short, the Platonic 

idea that “seeing is believing” (McArthur and Wilson 2020, 25) is at the very heart of animal rights 

theory and animal advocacy.2  

It is my contention that what I call Western language plays a crucial role in distorting the sensory 

and ethico-political capacities of Westerners, which leads many people to be violent against those who 

deviate from the paradigmatic human person. This argument will put in question the idea that ‘seeing 

is believing’ and call for a re-examination of some of the logics underpinning animal rights theory and 

animal ethics. Hence my main aims in this and the next chapter are: [1] to theorise and examine what 

Western language is, and provide a grammar and discourse to identify language’s role in producing 

violence against those who deviate from the concept of the human; [2] to disclose how language forms 

                                                           
1 Ag-gag laws refer to anti-whistle-blower legislation. One of the most important strategies of animal rights activists has 
been to do undercover filming and photography in order to expose the violence inflicted upon animals in spaces like factory 
farms and laboratories. Ag-gag legislation seeks to prevent activists from exposing such violence so that what happens in 
factory farms remains concealed, unseen (Lazare 2020). 
2 Apart from Pollan, Siobhan O’Sullivan (2011) is perhaps the author who has advocated for this position in a more explicit 
manner.  
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the subjectivities of Westerners to be violently anthropocentric, racist and sovereigns over animals; 

and [3] to explore how language forms a reality that is hostile to animals.  

As one of my main arguments is that Western language is all-pervasive, I will examine a variety of 

cases in this and the next chapter to demonstrate this argument. To this end, in section 1.2, I study 

how language structures the subjectivities of humans to be anthropocentric, and whether speciesism 

is a problem in producing violence against animals (Calarco 2015). Next, I explore the role language 

plays in creating the need to search for human exceptionality, in interconstituting racism and 

animalness (Kim 2017, Aph Ko 2019a; Syl Ko 2019b), and examine whether “the human” and “the 

animal” are a problem. In section 1.3, I uncover how Western language forms the subjectivities of 

Westerners to be sovereign over animals, that is, to dominate animals (Wadiwel 2015). This section is 

particularly important for two reasons: because [1] holding a position of sovereignty entails having a 

right to violence and dominion over others’ lives, which plays a crucial role in enabling human violence 

against those who deviate from the paradigmatic human person; and [2] this insight will structure the 

rest of the thesis all the way down. I substantiate this section’s thesis by analysing two case studies 

related to the idea that ‘seeing is believing,’ which reveal a paradoxical, yet crucial, argument: language 

constitutes Westerners not to recognise and sense violence, and simultaneously to desire violence. In the 

third case study of this section, I examine whether language and sovereignty interconstitute racial and 

sexual violence (Ko 2019a). To close the chapter, and in order to deepen our understanding of the 

sovereign’s gaze and what function this gaze might play in concealing violence against animals in 

contemporary research, I discuss the autopsy of an elephant that was witnessed by the Sun King Louis 

XIV in 1681 (Derrida 2008b).  

2.2. The Anthropocentric Nature of Western Language  

At this early stage the reader might already feel uncomfortable: is it not the case that some Aboriginal 

worldviews and languages are also anthropocentric?  Surely, Westerners are not the only ones who 

dominate and kill animals. While I think that Western conceptuality is particularly violent and 
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hierarchical, and absent in different degrees in many Indigenous cosmologies and worldviews, this 

objection is in some respects pertinent. Hence, it seems necessary to address this issue upfront. 

Some stories, legends and myths from Aboriginal communities emphasise that there is a continuum 

between humans and animals. In recent years, vegan indigenous authors have argued that indigenous 

worldviews should be interpreted as supporting a vegan ethico-politics (Robinson 2013; Dunn 2019). 

In spite of these approaches, animal rights theorists have often homogenised and elided “culturally 

significant practices within” particular Indigenous communities, and invisibilised “Indigenous 

vegetarians and vegans” (Deckha 2020b, 248), effectively equating Indigeneity with eating animals. 

This has helped, as Maneesha Deckha successfully demonstrates, “engender the misperception within 

Indigenous and settler communities that veganism . . . is a ‘white’ or inherently culturally imperialist or 

racist position” (2020b, 248). Further, “dominant white discourse portrays . . .  [Aboriginal] cultures as 

embedded in the pre-colonial past” (Robinson 2013, 194). As Margaret Robinson, a vegan Mi’kmaq 

author, argues, this is a mistake because “Aboriginal cultures are living traditions, responsive to 

changing social and environmental circumstances . . . our [Aboriginal] oral culture . . . is adaptable to . 

. . the needs of our animal siblings, and to the needs of the land itself” (ibid, 194). 

It is important to highlight that Indigenous peoples’ cultures, philosophies, and personal dietary 

preferences are heterogeneous (Deckha 2020b, 248). For instance, Kirsty Dunn, a Māori scholar, 

explores in what ways veganism can be part of her Māoritanga, i.e., her “understandings and 

experiences of Māori culture and ways of life” (Dunn 2019, 44). This exploration leads Dunn to say 

that: “to adopt a form of veganism – a plant-based lifestyle and ethics – that acknowledges, is based 

upon, and celebrates Te Ao Māori [the Māori world], is a break from the dominant . . . status quo and 

also an act of decolonialism” (ibid, 56). Another example that is illustrative of the transformative force 

of Aboriginal-rooted veganism is the Mi’kmaq legends that regard animals as our siblings, which 

rupture the Western logic of the great divide between the human and the animal (Robinson 2013). 

Similarly, the Cree and Ojibwa peoples regard animals as persons, as opposed to the Western the animal 

(Kymlicka and Donaldson 2015, 166), while several North American Plains peoples “saw a grand 

distinction between two-legged and four-legged creatures. Among the two-legged were humans, birds 
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and bears” (Deloria 1992, xi). Doubtlessly, these ways of thinking destabilise a clear-cut human-animal 

divide.  

The point of mentioning all these cases is to complexify dominant views that link Aboriginal and 

Indigenous ways of being with killing (through hunting) and eating animals, and to shatter the idea that 

there is one all-encompassing form of anthropocentrism. However, and as Deckha has recently argued, 

when the Māori, Mi’kmaq, Ojibwa, and Cree peoples3 hunt, fish and trap animals, these practices are 

usually based on “human worldviews and resulting understandings of animals’ experiences rather than 

animals’ own understandings” (Deckha 2020a, 87). To illustrate this by way of an example, the Makah 

people’s worldview thinks that whales offer themselves to be killed by the Makah, even though whales 

usually show distress and an urge to escape when they are being hunted (Kim 2015, 244-245).4  It is 

here where I would like to pause and explore some insights by Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida 

on the nature of language that explain why is it that many humans (Western or otherwise) lead 

anthropocentric lives of some kind. In what follows I will also start to delineate what is distinctive 

about the Western anthropocentrism that structures many violent Western policies, laws, and practices 

against animals from other than Western forms of anthropocentrism.   

Heidegger argues that language itself (the logos) “bring[s] various dispersed things together into a 

unity [(read: concept)]” (Heidegger 1939/1998, 213).5 This means that under the gaze of language (the 

logos), trees become the tree, animals become the animal, humans the human, and so on. When humans 

look at an animal and see that animal as animal, in opposition to the human, it is the logos in itself, not 

humans, the one that is erasing what is unique and specific about that real being and turning her/him 

into a concept. Importantly, this phenomenon does not merely occur in our heads: when I saw that 

                                                           
3 See Gillespie 1997, 375; Gaard 2001, 7; Robinson 2013, 192; Kim 2015, 244-245; Kymlicka and Donaldson 2015; Deckha 
2020a, 86-90. 
4 For a careful and nuanced reading of this conflict between the Makah community, animal rights groups, and the whales, 
among other actors, see Kim 2015, 242-249. I would like to make explicit that within the Makah community most members 
support the hunting of whales, but some elder members think of whaling as a wrongful practice; that the animal rights 
groups advocating to stop whaling disavow the indigenous community’s intricacies; and that the whales themselves are by 
and large disavowed by the Makah community since the whales do not, as a matter of fact, offer themselves to be killed 
(Kim 2015, 242-249). 
5 See also Heidegger 1927/2008, 32-33; 1939/1998, 213; 1975b, 70-71. For a detailed discussion of what the gathering 
force of the logos entails, see Backman 2012.  
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real dead pigeon in the example provided above, I saw the pigeon, the animal. Language was constituting 

my subjectivity not to see the corpse of that real unique being but rather the animal. The point is that 

the logos, or language, has a gathering ability in that it takes different real beings and brings them 

together into a concept. Consider when you walk around your neighbourhood and you see cars (as 

cars), the pavement (as pavement), water (as water), traffic lights (as traffic lights), squirrels (as squirrels), 

and so on. Reality is, as it were, enfolded into a certain conceptuality that presents the world as world. 

What is important to understand is that the gathering ability of language that Heidegger uncovered 

plays a crucial role in us humans existing in reality in that manner and seeing all those entities 

conceptually as those entities.   

It is my contention that the Makah people, as humans, also live within a conceptual language which 

“bring[s] various dispersed things together into a unity” (Heidegger 1939/1998, 213). To be more 

specific, for the Makah people there is such a thing as the concept of the whale. Similarly, the animal’s 

ontological and world-forming force acts in how the Makah people experience the hunting of whales 

too, and this force contributes decisively to the reduction of “an irreducible living multiplicity of 

mortals” (Derrida 2008a, 41) into a unity, a concept: the whale offers herself to be killed by some 

members of the Makah people in spite of the real whales’ clear refusal to be hunted – we know that 

whales forge friendships, that mothers and their children form intimate bonds, that whales try to escape 

when they are hunted, and that their behaviour evinces they are distressed and feel pain when the 

harpoon penetrates them (Kim 2015, 242-249).  

Derrida also provides insights that explain why language leads humans to see real whales as the 

whale: “concepts always determine themselves in a logic of ‘all or nothing.’ Even the concept 

‘difference of degree’ is . . . qua concept, determined according to the logic of all or nothing, of yes or 

no: difference of degree or nondifference of degree” (Derrida 1988, 117).  For this reason, when 

humans see an actual whale as a whale, and as an animal, that real whale is constituted by a conceptual 

language within which some kind of concept of the animal exists (Derrida 2008a). It is in this sense that 

we can talk of language as a homogenising force that contributes decisively to the erasure of the actual 

uniqueness of different animals and humans.  
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It is important to make explicit, however, that the animal for the Makah people is not the same ‘the 

animal’ as that of Westerners. There are important differences since the animal is presented to 

Westerners through a conceptuality that is comprised by all sort of historically situated dichotomies 

that are not part of the Makah conceptuality (Derrida 2008a).6 Crucially, for example, in contrast to 

Westerners, the Makah people regard whales as persons (Kim 2015, 244-245). That said, I want to 

insist that there is something shared at the ontological and phenomenological levels in the way the 

gathering force of human language acts when a Westerner hunts a whale and a Makah person hunts a 

whale: in both cases there is some form of the concepts of the animal and the human produced by the 

gathering force of the logos, and this gathering ability of language plays a crucial role in preventing the 

Makah and Western peoples from perceiving the real experiences of whales, as I develop below. 

Further, even though I am saying this based on Heidegger’s understanding of how the logos 

gathers, other than Western peoples, such as the Klallam people “or the Strong People” (Müeller 2017, 

159), have identified something similar in relation to human existence. This is very telling since the 

Klallam and Western peoples had no contact whatsoever for millennia. The Klallam people regard this 

abstracting feature of our human existence as ‘the pitifulness of our thinking,’ i.e., a deprivation that they 

contrast to birds’ ability to fly: “all we can do [Andrew Fitzgerald, a member of the Klallam people, 

contends] is sit here and think about things, and it causes us to be able to cause problems within 

ourselves” (Müeller 2017, 196). In Western terminology this can be translated, Müeller explains, as 

“Cogito, ergo miser sum” (ibid., 197). In the remainder of the chapter I will disclose how Western 

language structures the subjectivities of Westerners to be violent against animals through multiple case 

studies situated in the Western tradition. Some aspects of this analysis, however, are not exclusive to 

Westerners and Western language.  

2.2.1. Is speciesism the problem? 

This case study will advance the argument that Western language is all-pervasive and forms 

anthropocentrism in a two-fold manner. First, the section shows that humans have not traditionally 

                                                           
6 See introductory chapter. 
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discriminated against animals because they belong to a different species. Instead, and in line with 

Calarco (2015), the reason why animals are discriminated against is that they deviate from the 

paradigmatic human person. My contribution in this regard will be to refine and thicken the content 

of the human as a conceptual force instead of being just a concept. Secondly, I will begin to advance 

the argument, which will extensively unfold in section 2.3, that humans see ourselves as the human 

when we look at actual animals.  

First, let me examine animal ethicists’ idea that speciesism has been the crucial axis upon which 

discrimination against animals revolves, as this will help to disclose what Western language is and why 

speciesism might not be as problematic as most animal ethicists think.  In 1970 Richard Ryder coined 

the term speciesism in a pamphlet distributed among several colleges at Oxford University – it 

happened that Peter Singer was studying at Oxford at the time and read the text. Ryder was a hospital 

scientist during the 1960s, and so he observed that “about 5,000,000 laboratory animals, more and 

more of them Primates like ourselves, are killed every year in the UK alone [my emphasis]” (Ryder 

1970/2010, 1). Ryder used the word “speciesism” to signify discriminating against others by virtue of 

belonging to species other than Homo Sapiens, and this, he claimed, “is a selfish emotional argument 

rather than a reasoned one” (1970/2010, 2). Reason, Ryder thought, ought to lead us to reject 

speciesism since species, like race and sex, is an arbitrary factor from a moral point of view.  

Another crucial basis for dismantling species-based discrimination was Charles Darwin’s work, 

which had led scientists to agree that “there is no ‘magical’ essential difference between human and 

other animals, biologically-speaking” (Ryder 1970/2010, 1), as Darwin had famously stressed that there 

is “no fundamental difference between man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties” (Darwin 

1871, 35). This kind of reasoning led many authors to argue that the human exceptionalism that 

emanates from the history of the West had been debunked. Roughly speaking, the idea of human 

exceptionalism refers to humans having some sort of supra-biological characteristic, often related to 

the soul or mind, as in Cartesianism and the Judeo-Christiano-Islamic tradition. As Darwin’s theory 

became prominent, a biologistic understanding of the human became dominant too. This logic is still 

central in animal ethics, and thinks that our capacities and properties depend exclusively on biological 
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and evolutionary factors. For this reason, animal ethicists regard human exceptionalism as an obsolete 

metaphysical illusion, as no more than an arbitrary taxonomic category that is irrelevant from an ethical 

perspective (Singer 1975/2009; Cavalieri 2001; Bekoff and Pierce 2009; Cochrane 2012, 2018; Sebo 

2018). This kind of reasoning led Ryder to ask a more than pertinent question in the 1970 pamphlet 

regarding the moral standing of humans and animals: “why then do we make an almost total distinction 

morally?” (1970/2010, 1).  

Five years later, in 1975, Peter Singer popularised the term speciesism in Animal Liberation, and 

argued, like Ryder, that reason (logos), not emotion, should mark who is worthy of moral 

considerability. Further, Singer still thinks that it is legitimate to “hold that there are some features of 

certain beings that make their lives more valuable than those of other beings,” for instance: “self-

awareness, the capacity to think ahead and have hopes and aspirations for the future, the capacity for 

meaningful relations with others and so on” (Singer 1975/2009, 19). Similarly, Tom Regan argues that 

there should be a moral imperative to respect those beings who are subjects-of-a-life, that is, those 

beings who hold: “beliefs and desires; perception, memory, and a sense of the future . . . an emotional 

life . . . preference and welfare-interests; the ability to initiate action in pursuit of their desires and goals; 

[and] a psychophysical identity over time” (Regan 1983, 243). It is important to notice that most of the 

properties valued by Singer and Regan are mental ones. What is more, they made clear that their 

arguments are grounded in reason, and reason alone (Singer 1975/2015, 22; Regan 1983), and 

deliberately avoided emotion, as if emotions were a deficiency, a burden to be surmounted.7 Perhaps 

the political project that captures best this way of thinking is the Great Apes Project (1993)). In the book, 

Paola Cavalieri and Singer compiled a series of essays by prominent scholars who demonstrated that 

great apes have many capacities that are like human capacities, and presented a manifesto that called 

for the liberation of the great apes on this basis (1993).  

I give this overview because speciesism has become a dominant concept in animal ethics and animal 

rights theory (Singer 1975/2009; Regan 1983; Francione 1995; Garner and O’Sullivan 2016; Sebo 2018; 

                                                           
7 Singer and Regan’s approach has long been criticised by ecofeminist and critical animal studies scholars, see Donovan 
1990, 351; Warren 1990; Gruen 2015, 8-26; Taylor 2017, 145-148. 
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Cochrane 2020). This term has played a key role in raising awareness about why the established order’s 

stance is flawed at the ontological, epistemological and ethico-political levels. What is more, many 

practices, institutions, and how we humans treat many animals would change for the better, were 

speciesism to be taken seriously. However, as has probably become apparent, the normative picture of 

subjectivity presented by Singer and Regan is a very familiar humanist one (Wolfe 2019, 26-27).  

Further, targeting speciesism in the way these authors do does not tackle the problem of 

logocentrism, that is, the historical pre-eminence given to reason (Derrida 1967/2016, 11-13) because 

they locate reason – rather than emotion, relationality and so much more – as the only centre to think 

ethically. In fact, it is not only that many animal ethicists give pre-eminence to reason, they ignore that 

the gathering ability of the logos (reason or language) forms our reality and existence by turning real 

living beings and entities into concepts, i.e., abstract unities that are homogenous. The historical 

conceptual force of the human acts through us whether we like it or not because we are literally born 

into it.8  Similarly, we do not decide to exist within a language in which the gathering ability of the 

logos is constantly acting to homogenise our existence and see the animal, instead of animals. What 

animal ethicists miss is that insofar as we are constituted by Western language from the moment we 

are born, the human impels us to think from and as the human. For this reason, we should not think of 

the human as a mere concept that we can redefine as we please. It is necessary to talk of such concepts 

as gravitational fields and conceptual forces that act through us in an imperceptible manner. Hence, 

when animal ethicists stress properties like subjectivity in the sense of human-like consciousness, or 

insist that animals have sophisticated and complex cognitive capacities, and so on (Calarco 2015, 22), 

we should understand that the gravitational field of the human impels animal ethicists to put the 

emphasis in human-like characteristics (what is like us) and undermine ethico-political dimensions such 

as: vulnerability (Plumwood 1995; Deckha 2015; Taylor 2017), embodied relationality (Adams and 

Donovan 2007; Adams and Gruen 2014), dependency (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; Taylor 2017), 

difference (Wolfe 2003, 8; MacKinnon 2004/2007, 264; Castello 2022), and relational agency 

                                                           
8 For a more extensive discussion of what being born into language entails, see section 3.2. 
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(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; Meijer 2019b; Blattner et al. 2019): all of which are precisely those 

characteristics that are not like the human.  

In a similar vein, Matthew Calarco argues that targeting speciesism as the problem, and thinking of 

reason as the key for social and ethico-political transformation is a mistake (Calarco 2015, 23). He 

explains that Singer and Regan’s approach thinks that speciesism is so unreasonable that “the pain of 

contradiction in our behaviour and thought is so powerful that it forces a change in the direction of 

consistency and justice” (Calarco 2015, 23). Calarco rightly argues, however, that contradictions and 

reason alone will not suffice to build a non-anthropocentric ethico-politics since speciesism, racism, 

imperialism, ableism and sexism are interconstituted insofar as they are “the result of long-term 

historical, linguistic, institutional, cultural and economic systems” (2015, 25).9 This leads Calarco to 

argue that thinking of speciesism as the problem does not only leave the architecture of the ethico-

political established order intact, it reproduces it (2015, 26). This is so because if the human remains at 

the centre “only those beings who fit a relatively narrow set of criteria for inclusion in the circle of 

humanity proper” (Calarco 2011, 46) are regarded ethically. 10  Calarco’s argument is crucial and 

perfectly captured when he says:  

Neither today nor for most of the dominant history of Western culture have those in power been 

speciesist . . . the dominant trends in our culture have never been toward respect for the species as a 

whole but rather for what is considered to be quintessentially human . . . Thus when animal ethicists locate 

one of these quintessential human capacities (say, intentionality or subjectivity) among animals and build 

an ethics based on that shared identity, they are not displacing anthropocentrism but are instead offering 

another iteration of it . . . Consistent with anthropocentric logic, this framework seeks to develop a 

notion of ethics and moral community that rotates around what is considered to be quintessentially and 

relevantly human . . . The fate of other animals, humans, and nonhumans who are not sufficiently like 

‘us’ would remain . . . as precarious as ever” (2015, 26-27). 

                                                           
9 For the intersection between racism, sexism, and anthropocentrism, see Kim 2015; Kim and Freccero 2013; and Deckha 
2012. 
10 See also Wolfe 2003, 192. 
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Thinking of the human as presented in this chapter, that is, as an ontological force that forms the 

Western world and the subjectivities of Westerners takes Calarco’s insights a step further. This is so 

because the discourse advanced here allows us to understand that the Western world is-already 

anthropocentric,11 which means that anthropocentrism is “a set of ideas, structures, and practices” 

(Calarco 2020, 18) and a consequence of Western language’s world-forming force. In this respect, I 

want to propose thinking about the concept of the human not only as a centre of gravity that attracts 

us to be within its gravitational field. We also need to think about the force of the human, as of other 

concepts, as being in the world as a whole, and in the beings of individual human and nonhuman 

animals. When most humans look at a real animal, the conceptual forces that constitute Western 

language flow from the actual animals themselves. Consider that when most Westerners look at an 

animal, that real being is unavoidably seen through dichotomies such as the human-animal, subject-

object, nature-culture, and so on. This means, among other things, that when Westerners look at an 

actual animal they see themselves (the human) in opposition to the animal.  

If I use the grammar of ‘the human flowing from animals’ it is because this discourse attempts to 

capture that the Western world is as it is. This ‘as’ implies that our world is always already conceptual: 

we always already see animals as animals, humans as humans, and so on. Crucially, none of us decides 

to be born into this historically situated Western language/conceptuality. In Heideggerian terms, one 

could say that the Western world speaks, and it speaks Western language. To be clear, I do not intend 

to argue that we are completely subjugated to language. We also relate to language as something that 

is external to our beings and can, for instance, propose new grammars and vocabularies. The very fact 

that language is historically situated suggests that language changes and can change.12  

                                                           
11 I borrow the Heideggerian grammar of ‘is-already.’ What this grammar attempts to capture is that humans and the world 
are not detached from language. The Cartesian understanding of subjectivity and the world assumes that the world is 
completely detached from the human mind, language, and consciousness. Heidegger stresses throughout his work that 
humans are literally thrown into the world, and that we grow into language. For this reason, he argues that we are constituted 
by language, i.e., there is no clear-cut separation between our subjectivities, the world, and language/consciousness/the 
mind. In other words, we are always already in language. We always find our-selves fallen into language as it were. See, for 
example, Heidegger 1927/2008, 1971/1982. 
 
12 In other words, language can also act as a transformative force that generates new openings.  
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To be more specific, recall the personal story outlined at the beginning of this chapter. When I say 

that we Westerners exist within Western language, I mean to say that Western language precedes our 

experiences and existences. This helps to explain why I simply walked by that dead pigeon: the animal, 

the human, and Western language as a whole, structured by the gathering force of the logos, was 

impelling me not to see that real pigeon. The point is that Western conceptuality contributes decisively 

to homogenising real animals and turning them into a concept: the animal.  

In short, and to go back to Calarco’s lengthy quote above, when animal ethicists argue that we 

should value animals due to their being like us (Gruen 2015, 16-26; Meijer 2019b, 25), that is, due to 

having properties such as self-awareness, intentionality, or subjectivity, I argue that this happens 

because the human and Western conceptuality as a whole, within which animal ethicists exist, lead them 

to make those claims and offer “another iteration of [anthropocentrism]” (Calarco 2015, 27). 

Importantly, animal ethicists are not the only ones who see anthropocentrically; anthropocentrism, as 

counter-intuitive as it might sound, flows from the very animals they are concerned with. This is not 

the end of the story, however: neither animals nor humans come into being only within the human, the 

animal and Western language.13  

2.2.2. The search of Western language as anthropological difference  

In what follows I develop the insights advanced so far by focusing on a more concrete example, also 

examined by Calarco (2020), that illustrates how the anthropocentric force of Western language acts, 

especially in relation to how Westerners think and inquire.  

The text in question was written by philosopher of anthropology Hans-Johann Sebastian Glock, 

and has the telling title ‘The Anthropological Difference: What Can Philosophers Do To Identify the 

Differences Between Human and Non-human Animals?’ The title is already symptomatic of what the 

force of Western language does: there is a clear will to search for ‘differences between human and non-

human animals’ that mark a hierarchical anthropological difference. Glock, the inquirer and seeker of 

knowledge, is, before the investigation starts and already with the first question, within the grip of 

                                                           
13 See Chapters Four to Six. 
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Western language’s force. He affirms the human-animal anthropological difference before a colon 

which is followed by a question that intends to confirm the anthropological difference.  

In the course of his investigation, Glock painstakingly goes over “twenty instances of claims to 

human uniqueness – from tool use to moral sense – that have all failed to establish an essential 

difference” (Calarco 2020, 8). Given the failure to find the anthropological difference that Glock is 

looking for at the level of individual properties, he turns towards “sociality” (Glock 2012, 128). Note 

that throughout the whole inquiry Glock does not seriously question whether he should cease to search 

for the anthropological difference: the force of the human attracts Glock, and the gathering ability of 

the logos seeks to solidify its boundaries through Glock.  

He asks: “What features and capacities, if any, are present in all human societies and absent in 

animal societies? Which capacities are prerequisites for the functioning of human societies?” (Glock 

2012, 129). His answer alludes to “typical members” of (human) societies to demonstrate and establish 

the anthropological difference, which is founded, Glock contends, on ‘typical members’ being “capable 

of participating and promoting cultural development, given a suitable social context” (ibid., 129). 

Glock’s stress, as Calarco acutely puts it: “is . . . focused on ‘the human,’ a partial and carefully delimited 

set of human beings that is believed to be cleanly and definitively separated from animals and other 

nonhuman beings” (Calarco 2020, 10-11). Again, speciesism appears irrelevant here: anthropocentrism 

(the abled-rational human) is what engenders the hierarchy, not species. I want to argue that one of the 

main reasons for Glock to assert that “there is nothing problematic about the idea that in contemporary 

circumstances humans typically develop in certain ways and hence have typical features and capacities” 

(2012, 128) resides in his unawareness of what Western language is impelling Glock to think, be, and 

live. Importantly, within this language there is a grammar that enables Glock to think: “‘I’ ‘I am’ [and] 

‘We,’ ‘We are’” (Derrida 2008a, 82). In opposition, the animal is not like us – one does not need to think 

through this grammar in a conscious manner, it simply acts on us whether we like it or not. What we 

can and ought to do is deconstruct our anthropocentric thinking, and try to find ways to counter it.  

By referring to ‘typical humans’ Glock is not only reproducing ableism (Taylor 2017), he is 

reinforcing an anthropocentrically racial logic. I say racial because, as Syl Ko argues, the human-animal 
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divide is “deeply embedded in the grammar of racial logic” (Ko 2017, 26), as it establishes, like race, a clear-cut 

inside-outside ethico-politically speaking. Syl Ko contends that “the human” and “the animal” operate 

in a manner that allows one to identify those who deviate “from this [white and ableist] way of being” 

(2017, 25), which is exactly Glock’s purpose.  

I mention this because it is paramount to be careful with how “we” is used, insofar as investigations 

like Glock’s can establish new solid ground for a “we”-“them” divide (de la Cadena 2019, 477-478), in 

which even “non-typical” humans do not fit. What is important to understand from the previous lines 

is that what drives Glock’s inquiry is Western language as a whole (the abled-rational man, the we-them 

dichotomy, the nature-culture divide, and so on)..  

2.2.3. The animal, the human and Western language as racist ontological forces 

In section 2.2.2, the reader might have noticed that Ryder (1970) and Singer (1975/2009) made an 

analogy between the discrimination that people racialised as non-white and people gendered as women 

experience on one hand, and discrimination against animals, on the other. For his part, Gary Francione 

(1995) popularised the term ‘abolitionism’ in the field of animal rights theory. Hence, Francione also 

made a parallel between the abolition of human slavery and the abolition of animals’ property status.14 

These analogies and parallels have one thing in common: they think of oppressions as if they were in 

a relationship of externality to each other.  

Che Gosset has addressed the logic underpinning Francione and Singer’s thinking by suggesting 

that “it is as though animal is the new black even though blackness has already been racialized through 

animalization” (Gossett 2015). Further, as Bénédicte Boisseron demonstrates, it is not only that 

ontologically speaking ‘blackness has already been racialized through animalization,’ the black-animal 

analogy produces “a battle in order not to be last” (Boisseron 2018, xv), that is, the black-animal 

analogy “perpetuates a rivalry that traps the contenders in a paradigm that precludes any chance for 

the escape of either from this hierarchical measuring system” (Boisseron 2018, xv).  

                                                           
14 See section 3.3. 
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My intervention rejects the kind of approach to race, gender, and animality proposed by Singer and 

Francione. Instead, I am closer to Zakiyyah Iman Jackson’s position insofar as my approach 

understands that thinking of dichotomies as if they were only oppositional and external to each other 

is mistaken (Jackson 2020, 28). We need both the construction of a discourse that can best capture the 

nature of the conceptual forces that racialise, animalise, and gender our reality, subjectivities and 

institutions, and, importantly, a “transformative approach to being” (Jackson 2020, 28) as opposed to 

mere recognition of those animals who are like the paradigmatic human person. In this section, I further 

disclose what Western language entails, and provide more arguments to substantiate critical race 

theorists’ contention that racism and animalness constitute each other (Deckha 2012; Kim 2017; Ko 

and Ko 2017; Ko 2019a). 

Aph Ko argues that we, Westerners, “keep referring to white supremacy as just a ‘system’ or 

‘institution,’ rather than a living insidious, expansive, colonial force that works to ‘get inside,’ consume, 

and destroy” (2019a, 3). Ko’s contention regarding white supremacy resembles the one I have 

proposed: language lives in and through us humans, it is a force that pervades all and forms the world 

and the subjectivities of Westerners. Hence, language can be characterised as being ‘a living insidious, 

expansive, colonial force that works to ‘get inside,’ consume, and destroy.’  

While the human is a conceptual force that is formed by language itself, it has also been constructed 

by humans who have shaped the concept of the human to be white, abled, and sovereign (Kim 2015; 

Wadiwel 2015; Ko 2019b; Ko 2019a).15 I want to make explicit that humans have shaped the human 

consciously and unconsciously: when Glock reproduced ableist and racist logics, he did so, at least in 

part, by being unaware of what he was doing – language often speaks in our ears to solidify the 

boundaries of its concepts and dichotomies. On the conscious side, Syl Ko explains that the reason 

why the human is white can be partially found in the “post-‘new world’” era (Ko, 2019b, 10-12), that 

is, in the epistemic and ontological edifice built for the construction of the new colonial and racial 

world. Ko argues that colonisation required a concept of the proper white man, so that those who were 

                                                           
15 On sovereignty, see 2.3. 
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colonised could be enslaved and displaced. By forming a solid concept of the white civilised man, and 

linking the human with whiteness epistemologically, those who were not white (the colonised) could 

then be regarded as subhuman (read: animal) (Ko 2019b, 9-14). For this reason, Ko argues that while 

before Columbus Muslims and Jews were persecuted by virtue of belonging to the “wrong” religion, 

within “the new epistemological order . . . Jews and Muslims were . . . persecuted . . . because they 

were subhumans on account of their religion” (ibid., 10). In other words, the new epistemological 

order determined who Muslims and Jews “would become” (Ko 2019b, 9). 

Syl Ko’s insights, as those of other critical race theorists,16 are crucial because race and whiteness 

should not be understood as mere categories, as liberal ethicists often do. Race is not mere 

discrimination against people with non-white skin colour. Instead, we should think that our 

subjectivities are racialised and gendered from birth through language and socialisation. Our existence, 

as Claire Jean Kim acutely argues, is “lived through race” (Kim 2016), that is to say, that we “see, feel, 

think, and act” (Kim 2015, 20) by being in a language within which the animal and the black persist as 

ontological-historical forces that form our Western subjectivities.17  

Kim also contends that racism and speciesism constitute each other. She captures this eloquently 

when she says that “blackness is a species construct (meaning ‘in proximity to the animal’), and 

animalness is a racial construct (meaning ‘in proximity to the black’), and the two are dynamically 

interconstituted all the way down” (Kim 2017, 10). 18  I am in full agreement with the idea that 

animalness and blackness ‘are dynamically interconstituted’ but I differ with Kim in identifying species 

(‘blackness is a species construct’) as a foundational problem. Instead, I would like to propose that the 

human, the animal, and Western language as a whole play a crucial role in giving birth to blackness and 

animalness, and their interconstitution. To recall: “neither today nor for most part of the dominant 

history of Western culture have those in power been speciesist . . . the dominant trends in our culture 

                                                           
16 See Frederick Douglass 1845; Ida B. Wells 1970; Audre Lorde 1984/2019; bell hooks 1992; Kim 2015; Boisseron 2018; 
and Ko 2019a. 
17 To be clear, while I think that the human and the animal act as ontological homogenising forces, this does not intend to 
deny Kim’s important contributions with respect to how humans were racially constructed in a hierarchy through the chain 
of being that placed whites at the top, followed by Asian/Mongolian and Indians, and then, at the very bottom, “the negro 
beast” (the black) (Kim 2015, 35) – for an in depth and insightful exploration of this issue see Kim 2015, 24-60.   
18 See also Kim 2015, 18, and generally Kim 2015.  
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have never been toward respect for the species as a whole but rather for what is considered to be 

quintessentially human” (Calarco 2015, 26).  

Species appears to be of little or no importance. Those who deviate from the human, that is, 

whatever or whomever is not ‘quintessentially human’ – people with disabilities, women, Black people, 

animals, witches, “the mad” – have been historically situated outside the political community and the 

moral circle. The day may come when dolphins, great apes, and elephants have fundamental rights, 

while racism, sexism, and ableism remain as alive as they are today, and many other animals continue 

to be slaughtered, contained, experimented upon and consumed “without any apparent bounds” and 

on “an unimaginable scale” (Wadiwel 2015, 156-157). 

Further, I want to suggest that Aph Ko undermines the importance of Western language because 

she talks of race and species as if we, humans, had total power to master and construct our Western 

conceptuality. As Ko puts it: “the ways in which the dominant class gets to determine whose life 

matters and whose doesn’t, as well as who is human and who is animal, constitute a zoological sport” 

(Ko 2019a, 53). According to Ko, this sport consists in great part of humans’ ability to construct race 

and species at the conceptual level (ibid., 53). I do not want to deny these insights as we do construct 

language and reality through, for example, media (ibid). My concern resides, instead, in the absence in 

Ko’s analysis of how the ontological force of Western language operates, and the excessive weight 

given to the dominant class’s mastery over our conceptual-world-forming language.  Language is given 

to us and acts on and through us: none of us decides to be born into Western language.  

Disclosing Western language and racism through Kim’s taxonomies of power 

In order to further our understanding of what being within Western language as a whole is and how it 

structures our subjectivities to be anthropocentric and racist, I would like to use structuralists’ 

understanding of language and Claire Jean Kim’s notion of conceptual taxonomies. These approaches 

are misleading in some respects but they will prove helpful to illustrate some of my insights.  

Structuralists, most prominently Ferdinand the Saussure (1916/1959), thought of language as a 

network of what one could regard as word-concept units. For every signified (concept) there is a 
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corresponding signifier (word). A natural language, such as French, is comprised of many of such 

word-concept units. I have argued so far that the force of Western language as a whole forms our 

subjectivities and world, and that this is a key factor in enabling violence against animals. In structuralist 

terms this means that when a human is born and grows, that person comes into being within a network 

of concepts-words that comprises the language (English, Arabic and so on) in which s/he is born, and 

such a network forms her subjectivity. Importantly, the units that comprise such networks are neither 

independent atoms nor mere dualisms or dichotomies. They all exist in relation to each other. Kim’s 

understanding of language is similar to this one, in that she thinks  

[i]n terms of taxonomies rather than dualisms – complex classification systems instead of simple dyads. 

Race is not expressed as a binary of white over black (or white over non-white) but as a complex, fluid, 

set of multiple positions. The taxonomy concept encourages us to ask questions about relationality, 

positionality and multidimensionality that are obscured by the dualism concept (Kim 2015, 17). 

Many theorists in critical animal studies focus, excessively in my view, on the human-animal divide. 

Certainly, the animal and the human are important ontological and ethico-political forces that need to 

be deconstructed and examined. However, and following the structuralist understanding of language, 

it is important to ask: what would happen if the words-concepts “human” and “animal” were erased 

from the network of word-concept units that comprise languages. 

In order to answer this question, we need to pay careful and critical attention to Kim’s nuanced 

insights on race as a conceptual taxonomy. Race is not only an isolated word-concept, but rather ‘a 

complex, fluid, set of multiple positions,’ that requires questioning ‘about relationality, positionality 

and multidimensionality.’ In other words, thinking of race as a mere dualism obscures the taxonomical-

interconstituted “force” of race. To answer the previous question straightforwardly, if all that was done 

was to erase the words-concepts “animal” and “human” from languages such as French and English, 

the architecture of such languages, and importantly the force of Western language as a whole, would 

remain intact, and so would the established order’s ontology, epistemology, and ethico-politics. What 

matters is not “the human” and “the animal” per se, but rather Western language as a whole. The latter 
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is what maintains and produces the dominant racist and anthropocentric ontological, conceptual and 

ethico-political order. And as Aph Ko insightfully argues: “conceptual violence precedes physical 

violence. You must be thought of as an inferior subject before your body is used, abused, manipulated, 

and consumed” (2019a, 53).19 

 What is paramount to understand is that Western language forms race not only through the human-

animal distinction but through the whole set of dichotomies and concepts outlined above, and as a 

whole: the black is body (not mind); the black is animal (not human); the black is black (not white); the 

black is nature (not culture); the black is them (not us); the black is what (not who): the black is not within 

Western language. To insist, for a lot hangs on this thought: no one decides to be born into a language, 

epistemology, ontology, and epoch in which the previous historically situated conceptuality dominates 

and structures our-selves. In this context, it seems pertinent to iterate Achille Mbembe’s insightful 

words about Africa: “to differ [in a post-colonial context] from something or somebody is not simply 

not to be like (in the sense of being non-identical or being-other); it is also not to be at all (non-being)” 

(Mbembe 2001, 4).20  

Crucially, and here I want to depart from Kim’s thinking, we should not think of the 

aforementioned concepts only as positions within a taxonomy or classification system, since the force 

of Western language as a whole acts through each of those concepts. In other words, the black is 

constituted by the force of concepts such as animal, nature, native, body, and so on: Western language 

as a whole acts through the concept of the black, it constitutes both the black and race. The reader should 

start to understand why I claimed that the force of individual concepts dissolves in the whole of 

language, and why they are the whole in itself. To explain by way of an example, when a white 

supremacist sees a black person today, that white supremacist is constituted as a subject by Western 

language as a whole, and sees the black from that subjective vantage point. Similarly, when that same 

                                                           
19 Ko’s argument, and my endorsement of her argument, needs to be read in the context of violence produced due to 
racism, anthropocentrism, sexism, ableism, and so on. Ko’s point is not that all physical violence requires conceptual 
violence. For instance, self-defence might require physical violence and does not need to entail conceptual violence. I wish 
to thank Sue Donaldson for pointing the latter out, and for her suggestion to refine my intervention here.  
20 In a similar vein, Jackson states that “for the Enlightenment humanists . . . “the African” does not symbolize “the animal”; 
“the African” is “the animal” [emphasis in original]” (2020, 14). See also Boisseron 2018. 
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carnivorous white supremacist sees an actual animal, s/he sees the animal as body, animal, nature, non-

white, them, and also as a what not a who. In short, my argument is not only that racism and animalness 

“are dynamically interconstituted all the way down” (Kim 2017, 10), which they are; my argument is 

also that racism and animalness are composed by the very same force: Western language.  

I would like to end this section with a final remark. I do not use the language of taxonomy and the 

structuralist understanding of language because Western language, I contend, has a micro-dispersal 

force that forms the world, our subjectivities, and existences in a manner that is not captured by the 

taxonomical and structuralist understanding of language: these discourses continue to operate in a 

somehow nuanced atomistic manner. Notice Kim’s words, taxonomies are “complex classification systems 

instead of simple dyads. Race is . . . a complex, fluid, set of multiple positions. The taxonomy concept 

encourages us to ask questions about relationality, positionality and multidimensionality [my emphasis]” (Kim 

2015, 17). While some of Kim’s words can be regarded as interconstitutional and do capture language’s 

ubiquitous force (e.g., ‘fluidity,’ ‘interconstitution’ and ‘multidimensionality’), most of Kim’s discourse 

continues to regard language as if it were a linguistic network composed of ‘positions,’ that are part of 

‘classification systems’ that allow us to answer questions regarding ‘relationality and positionality.’ The 

very term ‘taxonomy’ exemplifies this perfectly. Notice the difference between Kim’s grammar and 

stressing the linguistic aspect of language (words), and thinking of Western language as a homogenising 

and ontological force, whose individual concepts have gravitational fields that dissolve in the whole of 

language. The grammar and discourse I have proposed, like gravity, capture that the force of concepts 

act in an imperceptible and dispersed manner, that “the force of Western language” cannot be localised, 

and that Western language is within us and constitutes our-selves. By contrast, the term taxonomy puts 

the emphasis on positionality, is localisable, and is outside our beings. Our concern should not only be 

with deconstructing how individual concepts such as the human and the animal (i.e. positions in a 

taxonomy) operate in different discourses and at the epistemological level (‘classification systems’), but 

also with understanding how language as a whole forms the world and our subjectivities.  

In the remainder of this chapter and thesis I will continue to insist at times on the human-animal 

dichotomy. My aim, however, is not only to identify how the force of such concepts act, but also how 
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Western language as a whole acts through the human and the animal. Before finishing, I want to note that 

the metaphor of architecture and thinking in terms of taxonomies are important notions from an 

analytic point of view because they allow us to ask questions about positionality – and we are always 

positioned somewhere –, understand that multiple oppressions and categories constitute each other, 

and think about how they relate to each other. My argument has been, however, that such a way of 

thinking does not suffice to understand how animalness and race constitute each other. 

2.3. The Sovereign Eyes of Western Language 

In this section, I disclose the decisive role language plays in forming the subjectivities of Westerners 

to hold a position of dominion over animals, as understood by Wadiwel (2015). I then provide a 

counter-intuitive argument related to how language constitutes Westerners not to recognise and sense 

violence on the one hand, and simultaneously desire violence on the other. I do this by examining 

different cases related to: the dichotomy practice-abstraction (Kheel 1993), what would happen if 

everybody could see through glass abattoirs (Pollan 2006), and how language interconstitutes racial 

(including animal) and sexual violence (Ko 2019a). At the end of this section, I discuss the autopsy of 

an elephant witnessed by the Sun King Louis XIV in 1681 (Derrida 2008b) in order to deepen our 

understanding of what the sovereign’s gaze entails.  
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2.3.1. Western language as sovereignty  

In recent years there has been a political turn in animal studies stemming from the liberal tradition 

(Goodin et al. 1997; O’Sullivan, 2011; Donaldson & Kymlicka, 2011; Garner and O’Sullivan 2016; 

Blattner et al. 2020; Cochrane 2020) in which several authors have argued for different theories of 

sovereignty: simian sovereignty (Goodin et al. 1997), wild animals’ sovereign communities (Donaldson 

& Kymlicka 2011), and cosmozoopolis (Cochrane 2013). Such vocabulary and theoretical positions are 

key to advancing a just world for animals. I will focus instead on Dinesh Wadiwel’s understanding of 

sovereignty, which he conceives “as a mode of human domination of animals” (2015, 21).  I will draw 

on Wadiwel because he brilliantly analyses the issue of violence against animals in relation to human 

dominion over animals, which are central concerns of this chapter.21  

                                                           
21 It goes beyond the scope of this thesis to provide a genealogy of human sovereignty over animals. The reader should 
recall that the aim of this chapter and thesis is to understand how sovereignty structures the subjectivities of Westerners 
today. While I discuss a quote by Locke here, I do so only because it is particularly important for the purposes of this 
chapter on Western language. The reader might wish to read Wadiwel’s work, as he discusses canonical figures on 
sovereignty in the Western tradition such as Thomas Hobbes (Wadiwel 2015, 84-85, 132-133) and Carl Schmitt (Wadiwel 
2015, 72-73). For an in-depth discussion and historisation of sovereignty, see generally Agamben 1998; Foucault 2003; 
Derrida 2008b; Oliver 2009; and Wadiwel 2015. 

By Selene Magnolia (2018), The deck of a trawler fishing vessel after their nets have been pulled aboard with fish from the 

French Mediterranean Sea. Courtesy of We Animals Media 

https://weanimalsmedia.org/
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For Wadiwel sovereignty is understood as humans’ self-proclaimed right to decide over others’ 

lives. Importantly, this sovereignty is “minutely . . . disseminated through the populace . . . This is an 

individualised power, a personal prerogative exercised with respect to animals across diverse fields, 

including animals that meet the knife in the slaughterhouse, animals tormented in experimental 

facilities, or animals at the end of a leash in suburban backyards” (Wadiwel 2015, 191). Notice the 

discourse Wadiwel uses: ‘sovereignty is minutely disseminated through the populace.’ These words 

have a Foucauldian ring to them, and they imply that sovereignty is not a power that is clearly 

localisable. Sovereignty, instead, infiltrates the subjectivities of Westerners, it constitutes who we are.22  

In order to demonstrate that language constructs the sovereign subjectivities of Westerners, it is 

important to examine what it is that founds sovereignty.  In order to do this, Wadiwel inspects John 

Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, where Locke says that:  

Reason, which was the Voice of God in him, could not but teach him and assure him, that pursuing 

that natural Inclination he heads to preserve his Being, he followed the Will of his Maker, and therefore 

had the right to make use of those Creatures, which by Reason or Senses he would discover would be 

serviceable thereunto (204, Book 1, S29). 

Wadiwel stresses that “God favours ‘Man,’ not through granting humans outright divinely sanctioned 

sovereignty and property rights, but in allowing reason – that is ‘the Voice of God in him’ – to guide 

a naturalized human appropriation of animals” (Wadiwel 2015, 153). These lines suggest that ‘the Voice 

of God’ (the logos) is what determines humans’ sovereignty over animals. And what is more, “the 

‘divine’ voice in the ear of the human . . . assures the human of the superiority of itself, arrives as an 

autolegitimating gesture” (Wadiwel 2015, 155). If we think of Wadiwel’s words through the grammar 

and thinking of language advanced so far, we can see that the divine voice Wadiwel refers to does not 

only assure human superiority. Importantly, this voice, Western language, forms human superiority.  

How? First, recall that the gathering force of the logos forms the concept of the sovereign human 

and its corresponding subordinate: the animal. Second, it is by virtue of being formed by the force of 

                                                           
22 On Foucault’s understanding of sovereignty, see the fifth lecture of the course at the Collège de France Society Must Be 
Defended (87-114).  
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such concepts that individual humans, as sovereign, see animals as the animal. Further, the ontological 

force of Western language constitutes the subjectivities of individuals to say “‘I,’ ‘I am,’ or ‘we,’ ‘we 

are’’” (Derrida 2008a, 82). Humans are composed by this grammar, which enables humans (us) to be 

located, and locate ourselves, in opposition to them: the animal, the native, the uncivil, the disabled, the 

Black, the irrational woman. In other words, this grammar and these concepts enable human 

sovereignty insofar as the force of Western language as a whole forms us to be over them. And from 

this position of sovereignty, that is, from a position of holding a right to violence, we “believe our 

selves (and our violence) to be superior, to be necessary, to be giving other entities ‘their due’ and 

therefore justifiable” (Wadiwel 2015, 41). Third, Western language as a whole constitutes us to be and 

live in a world in which there is bare nature, objects, and the animal as alogon (Elden 2006, 280). On 

the other side, we find the ones who have reason (the logos), culture, and hold, as sovereigns (the 

sovereign), a right of dominion and violence over bare reality, “‘dumb animals’ and ‘inferior humans’” 

(Wadiwel 2015, 55).  

At this stage, we can partially answer an important question posed by Wadiwel: “how [does] 

sovereignty arise as a political claim[?]” (Wadiwel 2015, 251). It arises through a language that structures 

our subjectivities to be, live, and think that we have a right of “dominion over the animals whether we 

like it or not” (Webster 1994, 3). Read Webster’s words carefully: we humans have ‘dominion over the 

animals whether we like it or not.’ Our very language and grammar speaks in Webster’s ear to say: “‘I,’ 

‘I am,’ or ‘we,’ ‘we are’’” (Derrida 2008a, 82), and they (the animals) are not we, they are not sovereign.  

We humans are sovereign. 

These last paragraphs should be read ontologically: language structures our beings to be sovereign. 

Crucially, this implies that we do not merely see with our physical eyes, we see with the sovereign eyes 

of Western language. These eyes impel us not to see an animal as a living being with inner force when, 

for instance, a human-animal encounter occurs. Instead, the eyes of Western language see the animal 

“as it is seen, [and] not the animal that sees” (Derrida 2008a, 81). Under language’s sovereign eyes, 

animals appear as things “to be observed,” mere objects (Derrida 2008a, 82). Language itself, therefore, 

plays a decisive role in bending “ethical consideration into simply a means for regulating human 
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violence towards animals in order to safeguard continuing utilization” (Wadiwel 2015, 122-123). In 

other words, for the sovereign the possibility of ethics is open to the extent that “our dominion right 

[is not tempered] (captured perfectly in that diabolical phrase ‘unnecessary suffering’)” (Wadiwel 2015, 

22). From the moment that we Westerners are born and come to be in language, we are already 

constituted as sovereign subjects, and then, from that vantage point, we construct ethics.  To put it 

another way, ethics is constructed after language forms the subjectivities of humans to be sovereign. 

Crucially, for this reason, the “limits [of] ethical possibility” (Wadiwel 2015, 55) are circumscribed by 

sovereignty.  

To return to the experience with which I opened this chapter, when I saw that dead pigeon on the 

pavement, I saw her/him from a position of sovereignty. Due to this, I felt nothing, I did not respond, 

I simply walked by. This is so because the sovereign is constituted by language to have the “right not 

to respond, he [the sovereign] has the right to the silence of that dissymmetry. He has the right to a 

certain irresponsibility” (Derrida 2008b, 57). Western language forms us subjectively to think of 

ourselves as having the right to make a “declaration of non-reciprocity,” and refuse “alterity through 

non recognition” (Wadiwel 2015, 258). In this context, we can understand why Derrida asserts that 

many humans, especially philosophers, “have never been seen by an animal” (2008a, 13). The reason 

is that Western language is constantly forming a conceptual world in which animals appear as unable 

to see and be seen. What I mean to say is that animals, as alogon (Elden 2006, 280), that is, beings who 

have neither reason nor language, are regarded by authors such as Heidegger and Alasdair Cochrane23 

as the kind of beings that (rather than who) cannot recognise another as another. The idea is that 

insofar as animals do not have the ability to apprehend other beings in a reflective sense, like humans 

do, they cannot truly see another as another and reciprocate. It is from this vantage point of epistemic 

sovereignty that humans can make a ‘declaration of non-reciprocity’ and can claim that nonhumans do 

not see. Paradoxically, Westerners are the ones who do not see. Instead, the sovereign eyes of Western 

language see.  

                                                           
23 See Chapter Five. 
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Some readers might be sceptical about the reading I have offered in relation to the encounter with 

the pigeon’s corpse. One might object in two ways. First, a critic could argue that the reason why I 

disavowed the corpse of that pigeon might have been other than Western language. Perhaps I was 

tired, for example. A second objection could be that in the second half of the thesis I claim that human 

and nonhuman animals live in a shared world, can care for each other, empathise, and forge 

friendships. How could it be, the objection might follow, that we are on the one hand subjugated by 

Western language (language is sovereign), and on the other claim that humans can care for animals, be 

attentive to them, and so on? Aren’t these positions contradictory?  

I want to address these two objections in tandem because they are related to each other. To do 

this, it seems necessary to make explicit my position in relation to ontology. I understand that ontology 

has a fundamental dimension, and a historical one. The former refers to the nature of being(s), is 

universally true, and is ahistorical. While I will thoroughly explore this dimension of reality and 

subjectivity in the second half of the thesis, I wish to indicate that fundamental ontology includes the 

fact that human and nonhuman animals are embodied and vulnerable beings who die. I understand 

this shared form of existence as being ethico-political in nature. On this view, the fact that a being is 

vulnerable requires responsivity and political recognition, among other things.24  

The historical dimension of ontology is more controversial. For some authors, ontology cannot be 

historical because ontology has traditionally been seen as the field that addresses questions related to 

fundamental ontology in the sense discussed in the previous paragraph. My contention is, however, 

that questions such as ‘What is reality?’, ‘Who am I?’, and ‘Who are we as subjects?’  are ontological 

questions that cannot be extricated from history and Western conceptuality. As we have seen, and we 

will see, Western language forms political and legal institutions, the subjectivities of many humans 

worldwide, and how humans think and feel, among other things. All the issues I have just mentioned 

respond to questions related to humans’ beings, and what our political and legal institutions are.25  

                                                           
24 For a closer examination of the relationship between ontology, ethics, and politics, see sections 1.2 (specifically fn. 11) 
and 2.4. 
25 Readers familiar with Johanna Oksala’s work (2010) might see similarities between what I have just discussed and 
Oksala’s insights on the politicization of ontology. While I cannot properly engage with Oksala here, I only wish to note 
that I do not use the grammar of ‘politicizing’ because I see my task as entailing the disclosure of a historical and ethico-
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Bearing this brief outline of ontology in mind, I want to explicitly address the aforementioned 

objections. When I encountered the corpse of that real pigeon, after a few seconds, I felt troubled and 

began to actually respond to whom that individual might have been, to the fact that I had just faced 

the body of a being who had been a someone. My contention is that the shared corporeal existence 

that that pigeon and I had shared as mortal animals spoke to me. Importantly, in that process, the force 

of Western language had been, at least momentarily, overcome by my animality. It was because I am 

an embodied mortal, and this is a necessary condition to empathise with and address another, that I 

could (and did) respond to that pigeon’s corpse. This should at least begin to address the question of 

how we can resist the force of Western language.26  

The other possible objection questioned whether I could claim that Western language was one of 

the reasons to disavow that pigeon. The reader should not expect here a logical inference of the type 

‘If X, then Y’. Instead, my argument emerges in a more dispersed manner, and sustains that our 

subjectivities are always irremediably constituted by Western language – in a similar way to how we 

never cease to be human subjects. This also means that our gaze, and our conceptual senses more 

generally,27 always sees within Western language. This conceptual, ontological, and historically situated 

gaze sees nonhuman animals as mere objects to be consumed, as subhuman things to be observed, 

rather than subjects who speak, feel, and respond. What this thesis attempts to demonstrate through 

multiple case studies is that we cannot extricate Western conceptuality from our subjectivities. 

Westerners are always unavoidably thrown into a violent world and language.  

Further, and as we saw above, the gathering ability of the logos is also part of this story insofar as 

its force is constantly homogenising our reality, which also leads to erasures of the kind I experienced. 

To insist, however, we are both Westerners and embodied animals. My contention is that this shared 

corporeal existence enables Westerners to surmount Western language and respond to other animals. 

                                                           
political dimension of ontology, i.e. on this view, the historical dimension of ontology is always already ethico-political. 
Our task consists in exposing that truth. ‘Politicization’, by contrast, suggests that we humans are the ones who bring the 
political to the ontological.  
26 As I discussed in the introduction, however, this does not mean that Western language was not constituting me at that 
instance. I was still a Western subject, who is, among other things, gendered and racialized. Nonetheless, the possibility 
of transformation, resistance and change is always opened within Western language’s all-pervasiveness.  
27 See Chapter Five for an extensive discussion of this issue 
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When this happens, language does not cease to constitute Westerners’ subjectivities but it is rather 

shadowed by our animality.  

For the reasons I have just discussed, seeing through the eyes of Western language and Wadiwel’s 

work on human sovereignty over animals should not be read in a defeatist light. In fact, it is precisely 

by deconstructing such matters that Wadiwel is led to ask: “can we ‘let go’ of our attachment to violence 

against animals? What might surrender look like?  How would a ceasefire that involves giving up our 

human rights in favour of the rights of animals transform our own relationship?” (2015, 272). I will 

address such questions in the last two chapters of the thesis. For now, it seems clear that we need to 

find ways to transform Western language if we are to work for human-animal relationships and “mortal 

entanglements . . . in ways that one judges, without guarantees, to be good, that is, to deserve a future” 

(Haraway 2008, 106). I believe that these ways consist first in understanding what Western language is 

and how it acts. The forthcoming sections are devoted to this very issue. 

2.3.2. The senses of Western language: from ecofeminism to glass abattoirs  

In November of 2020 I attended a panel-webinar on animals in crises, that is, animals in contexts of 

environmental disasters. Philosopher and animal studies scholar Clemens Driessen was one of the 

panellists, and he said that “we (tend to) care for animals” and that, therefore, the “problem is not how 

to care for animals instead of humans – but how to overcome the reluctance to do what is in the best 

interest of both” (Driessen, 2020).28 Even though I had heard similar statements many times, I was 

somehow puzzled. I asked myself: ‘do we really tend to care for animals?’  

I write these lines at the end of December of 2020. A week ago or so I watched the film Gladiator, 

and a sentence stuck with me in relation to Driessen’s. In a pivotal moment of the film, the new 

Emperor Commodus, after killing his father to access the throne of the Roman Empire, decides to 

reinstate gladiator games. In response to this, a senator, Gracchus, says: “he’ll bring them death, and 

they [the people] will love him for it.”29 This in turn reminded me that when I was a child – I was 

                                                           
28 At 1h03’20”-1h04’15” 
29 At 1h06’00” 
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brought up in the state of Spain – it was common to see bullfighting broadcasted on the main state 

TV channels (TVE1 and TVE2). The events happened in rings and festivals such as the San Fermín 

one. In these kinds of events, the ‘picadores’ (lancers on horseback) attack bulls with lances while 

riding horses. After, ‘el matador,’ the killer or bullfighter, performs several passes with ‘el capote’ (the 

cape). This performance occurs before an audience of thousands of people who are present in the bull-

fighting arena and cheer when there is a clean pass, or the lancer executes a perfect attack on the bull. 

In the end, el matador kills the bull by inserting a sword between the vertebrates in the bull’s neck, so 

that the sword reaches the heart directly. If the execution is clean and the passes were majestic, the 

audience bursts into clamorous applause.  

In the context of the previous examples – Driessen’s “we (tend to) care for animals,” Gracchus’ 

“he’ll bring them death, and they [the people] will love him for it,” and Spanish people bursting into 

applause after a clean kill – the words of Judith Butler seem more than pertinent: “a life can register as 

a life only within a[n epistemological] schema that presents it as such” (Butler 2020, 112). This means 

that it is only by being and living within an epistemological schema that recognises a life as a life, that 

living beings are deemed worthy of political protection through rights, respect, and consideration. 

Under the analysis undertaken so far, an actual animal such as a bull in a bullfighting ring is seen as the 

animal, the brutal beast, that is, the non-human devoid of reason and civility. A being within the confines 

of the animal is at the disposal of the human sovereign and is located outside the moral and political 

circle. Crucially, “where ethics fails through an epistemology that refuses to recognise another, violence 

follows” (Wadiwel 2015, 256).  

Butler’s and Wadiwel’s insightful words put the stress on epistemology; my focus is, instead, on 

ontology. Hence, in this subsection I will continue to disclose how Western language constitutes the 

subjectivities of humans to be sovereign and racist. Importantly, in the following pages, we will see 

that there are at least two ways in which language and human sovereignty produce violence against 

animals: [1] by depriving subjects of their sensory capacities: we do not truly see and sense animals, a 

point which is in line with Wadiwel’s and Butler’s words; and [2] by producing the sovereign’s desire 

for violence: the audience in the gladiator games and bullfighting rings in Spain.  
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Western language: a sensory-depriving force  

I focus first on point [1], specifically in relation to the notion of practice and what practice entails from 

an ontological and ethico-political point of view. Ecofeminist scholars have long criticised an excessive 

emphasis on abstraction in opposition to and to the detriment of our bodily and emotional lives 

(Donovan 1990; Slicer 1991; Kheel 1993; Donovan and Adams 2007; Adams and Gruen 2014). In 

fact, many ecofeminist theorists have argued that reason and emotion are intimately bound to each 

other (Bailey 2005/2007, 345; Adams and Gruen 2014, 3; Curtin, 2014; Gruen 2015). This has led 

some ecofeminist authors to propose productive notions in which, for example, feeling, thinking and 

action blend, as per Deane Curtin’s understanding of compassion (2014, 46); or Lori Gruen’s thinking 

of entangled empathy, which she understands as “integrating a range of thoughts and feelings to try to 

get an accurate picture on the situation of another” (2015, 81). This helps to explain why many 

ecofeminist authors have been deeply concerned with liberal theorists’ tendency to subordinate 

emotion and feeling to reason (Bailey 2005, 353; Weil 2012, 13; Gruen 2015, 8-15). I am in agreement 

with such critiques and the related push to regard domains such as feeling, thinking and action as 

interconstituted.  

I want to supplement ecofeminist critiques by showing that Western language disallows us from 

sensing other animals and being sensed by other animals: we touch and are touched, see and are seen, 

smell and are smelt, taste and are tasted by existing within Western language. Along similar lines, Carol 

J. Adams has eloquently said: “not only do people learn that feelings do not matter, but even the 

awareness of feelings is lost within the objectifying mind-set” (2006/2007, 33). In what follows, 

however, I will be critical of ecofeminist Marti Kheel’s stance in relation to what practice entails, 

because I argue that there is a lack of attentiveness in her work to how the force of Western language 

shapes our bodily and emotional lives and how Western language robs us ‘even [of] the awareness of 

feelings.’ The critical analysis that follows should nonetheless be read as ecofeminist, since 

ecofeminism seeks to criticize itself (Adams and Gruen 2014, 34-35) and I see myself as a subject 

situated in such a way of thinking and living. Further, if I situate this intervention within ecofeminist 

scholarship, it is precisely because ecofeminism has long argued that dichotomical and/or dualistic 
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thinking is a problem (Kheel 1985; Warren 1990; Val Plumwood 1993/2000; Donovan and Adams 

2007; Adams and Gruen 2014) 

Kheel says: “it is this fixation on abstraction (God, Reason, ideas, or the ‘Word’) that has hampered 

the patriarchal mind from perceiving other forms of life in caring ways. In order to disengage from 

this fixation on abstraction, it is necessary to engage in practice” (1993, 257). Kheel makes this claim 

in response to one of the founders of modern medicine and use of animals for research, Claude 

Bernard. He explains that the physiologist, as a scientist, does “not hear the cries of animals, he does 

not see their flowing blood, he sees nothing but his idea, and is aware of nothing but an organism that 

conceals from him the problem he is seeking to resolve” (Bernard quoted in Kheel 1993, 257). Kheel 

perceives Bernard’s words as an example of traditional ethics, that is, the ethics associated with Singer 

and Regan,30 that has been founded on “the twin pillars of human reason and human will,” which 

Kheel argues, “is an act of violence in its own right,” insofar as these denigrate “instinctive and intuitive 

knowledge . . . [and] severs our ties to the natural world” (1993, 255). Further, she is concerned with 

the tendency of traditional ethics to obviate context and focus on abstraction only (ibid., 255).  

Even though I am in agreement with Kheel’s critique and the connection she draws between “the 

patriarchal mind” and how such a mind has an influence on humans not being able to see, feel, and 

know (ibid., 257), Kheel’s thinking continues to operate within the dichotomy abstraction-praxis: while 

the former occurs at the level of thinking, influencing what we do in the world – notice the detachment, 

abstraction influences (as something separate from action) what we do –, the latter (praxis) relates to 

what we actually do. In other words, Kheel’s thinking does not operate at the ontological level, and is 

not attentive to the world-forming force of Western language. To recall: “it is this fixation on 

abstraction (God, Reason, ideas, or the “Word”) that has hampered the patriarchal mind from 

perceiving other forms of life in caring ways” (Kheel 1993, 257). After this, the divide practice-

abstraction is made explicit: “in order to disengage from this fixation on abstraction, it is necessary to 

engage in practice” (ibid., 1993, 257).  

                                                           
30 See 2.2.2. 
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Other ecofeminist writers, even though they attempt to escape dichotomous thinking and succeed 

in many occasions, continue to unwillingly reproduce dualisms: “the feminist care tradition focuses on 

affective connections, including compassion and empathy, and shows how these connections have a 

cognitive and rational component” (Adams and Gruen 2014, 3). Talking of ‘components’ implies that 

there are parts, divisions, between, for example, ‘affective connections’ and ‘rational components.’ 

Understanding how Western language acts involves understanding that the gathering force of the logos 

splits and forms these kinds of unwilled divides. Instead, I want to propose that we should seek to 

transform our subjectivities through grammars such as the following: affect is conceptual, and conceptuality 

is affective.31 Hold on to this claim, as I will develop it throughout the thesis.    

Things get more problematic when this way of thinking leads Kheel to ask: “how would we feel if 

we were to kill the animal [in factory farms] ourselves?” (1993, 257).  The intention of this question is 

to unsettle readers and suggest that such a practice would, perhaps, solve the problem of factory farms. 

But, I want to argue, engaging in such a practice, or any practice for that matter, is not a solution in 

itself. My concern with such statements and questions resides in an apparent lack of attentiveness 

towards how the conceptual force of Western language shapes our existence, bodily lives, and 

“instinctive and intuitive knowledge” (Kheel 1993, 255), and how it constantly acts and attracts us 

towards abstraction. Again, to a great extent, we do not choose to produce divides such as ‘affective 

connections’ and ‘rational components,’ or focus on what is abstract; language leads us to do so. 

Further, the imagery of seeing through the sovereign eyes of Western language as also refers to a 

circumspective and sensory way of being in the world: we touch and are touched, taste and are tasted, 

smell and are smelt, feel and are felt by existing within Western language. 

                                                           
31 I understand affect and affective relationships in a similar way to Gruen’s, that is, as an emotional-cognitive experience 
with/towards others (2019, 18). However, and while I agree with Gruen in maintaining the self-other divide, I emphasise 
how emotion and cognition are interconstituted as opposed to interconnected (Gruen 2019, 18) because interconnection, 
as we saw in the previous chapter, connotes externality: if two things connect somewhere, they are separated in the first 
place. This way of thinking that splits is precisely what Gruen seeks to destabilise. In fact, my interconstitutional thinking 
here is very influenced by Gruen herself, who argues elsewhere in Entangled Empathy that emotion and cognition blend (2015, 
3). Importantly, talking of interconstitution does not entail collapsing categories, but rather provides a more accurate picture 
of the fact that emotion and cognition blend.  
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All this entails that the practice-abstraction dichotomy needs to be destabilised since our very 

feelings and practices are, as it were, already-permeated by what one might call abstraction. Moreover, 

Western language does not only form our subjectivities, it is a world-forming force that impels us to 

live and sense within the human’s conceptual force. Among other things, this involves that under our 

Western sovereign gaze, animals are robbed even of the possibility to touch and be touched. 

Heidegger’s case is exemplary: “apes, too, have organs that can grasp, but they do not have hands. The 

hand is infinitely different from all the grasping organs – paws, claws, or fangs – different by an abyss 

of essence. Only a being who can speak, that is, think, can have hands” (1968/2011, 269). The reason 

Heidegger thinks the logos is so crucial for touching and being touched is that there can be no touching, 

according to Heidegger, outside of language, understanding language as one of words, speech, and 

thinking (logos). The argument goes as follows: if there is no thinking that can lead one to apprehend 

what a hand as such is, there can be no touching at all.32 Of course, the human sovereign wields the 

sword and staff with the hands, and so Heidegger’s view of humans as the only ones that have hands 

can be read as implying that “Heidegger’s humble shepherd may not be Descartes’ sovereign subject, 

but in relation to his flock, that is, all other creatures of the earth, he still wields the staff” (Oliver 2009, 

200).  

What I am trying to get at – and to go back to Kheel’s assertion that “in order to disengage from 

this fixation on abstraction, it is necessary to engage in practice” (1993, 257) – is that for someone like 

Heidegger (and here Heidegger signifies many Westerners) engaging in practice might not do. How 

many people engage in practices with animals that perhaps should be transformative and yet do not 

lead them to fundamentally change who they are and how they relate to the world and animals? I want 

to make clear that this is not to say that our practices, and especially how we live our embodied existence 

and experiences are irrelevant. This is very important and can be transformative. My point is rather 

that our embodied lives, and hence our practices in themselves, are co-opted by Western language. 

                                                           
32 On this see Derrida’s Geschlecht II, 35, 40-41, 45, 48-50. It is also crucial to note that there is a clear correlation between 
blackness, as a category that produces a form of racial discrimination, and apeness, see Kim 2017, 6-11. 
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Hence the statement affect is conceptual, and conceptuality is affective. A more radical transformation of our 

conceptuality, sensory ways of living, and subjectivities is necessary.33  

‘For who could stand the sight?’: The sovereign desire for violence 

Timothy Pachirat offers an analysis of what a politics of sight entails in relation to CAFOs 

(concentrated animal feeding operations, better-known as factory farms). In his ground-breaking book, 

Every Twelve Seconds, Pachirat discusses Michael Pollan’s argument that all we need to do to end the 

industrial production and killing of billions of land animals per year is to replace CAFOs’ concrete 

walls for walls made of glass (Pollan 2006, 226-238). As Pachirat eloquently explains, the strength of 

Pollan’s argument lies in the thought that “simply making the repugnant visible is sufficient to generate 

a transformational politics: for who could stand the sight?” (Pachirat 2011, 247). 34 Such an idea 

assumes that “under the light of everyone’s gaze, under our gaze, they will wither and shrivel up, 

scorched by the heat of our disgust, our horror, our pity, and the political action these reactions 

engender” (ibid., 247). Pachirat’s words and emphasis on ‘our gaze’ could not be more pertinent, since 

                                                           
33 See Chapters Four to Six. 
34 The question “for who could stand the sight?” appears in Pollan 2006, 333. 

By Jo-Anne McArthur (2019), Collecting eggs from caged hens at an industrial farm, Taiwan. Courtesy of We Animals Media 

https://weanimalsmedia.org/
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this gaze is no other than the gaze of the sovereign human who exists within Western language – 

“civilised” humans, as Pachirat puts it later in the text.  

Even though Pachirat’s analysis departs from a different theoretical stance, reading his analysis 

through the position advanced here can prove productive. I say this because Pachirat tries to destabilise 

the certainty that “making the hidden visible” will lead to political transformation (2011, 248), which 

is clearly in line with my insistence, in response to Kheel’s insights, that focusing on our practices and 

bodily lives will not suffice to achieve political transformation insofar as our senses are-already within 

Western language. In this part of the analysis, however, I want to examine a different aspect of how 

language determines our sensory capacities: the desire to fulfil the sovereign’s lust for violence. Pachirat 

gives an illuminating example from sixteenth century Paris:  

It was one of the festive pleasures of Midsummer Day to burn alive one or two dozen cats. This 

ceremony was very famous. The populace assembled. Solemn music was played. Under a kind of 

scaffold an enormous pyre was erected. Then a sack or basket containing the cats was hung from the 

scaffold. The sack or basket began to smoulder. The cats fell into fire and were burned to death, while 

the crowd revelled in their caterwauling (2011, 249-250). 

I want to argue that this seeing took place from a position of human sovereignty over animals, that is, 

from a position in which Parisians held, as sovereign subjects, a right to violence. It is important to 

bear in mind that even though such suffering is recognised as suffering, the value that emanates from 

animals, which should make us stop such activities, is distorted under the sovereign’s gaze: the animal 

is the one who is not like us: the non-family member, the non-citizen, the one outside the moral circle 

– note that the animal does not necessarily signify at this instance non-humans, the animal is also witches 

(Foucault 1961/2009), people with disabilities (Taylor 2017), Black people (Kim 2017; Ko 2019a), and, 

more generally, those beings who do not fit the normative ideal of the human.   

Further, Pachirat imagines a scenario that seems more than plausible under the philosophical 

position advanced here. He says:  
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A world where slaughterhouses are built with glass walls might lead in turn to one in which enterprising 

slaughterhouses charged people admission to witness or participate in repetitive killing on a massive 

scale . . . The logic of ‘who can stand the sight?’ is as likely to be a basis for making a profit off the 

pleasure of feeling pity for the less fortunate as it is for the transformation of the plight (Pachirat 2011, 

254). 

I say that this is more than plausible not necessarily because humans could experience ‘the pleasure of 

feeling pity,’ but, instead, because the sovereign human desires to witness and exercise violence. Recall 

that Westerners are constituted by language to be sovereign and this implies that we are formed to 

hold a right to violence over animals. The fact that sovereign humans desire to witness and exercise 

violence is perfectly exemplified by the cases of bull-fighting in Spain and gladiator games. My point 

is that we might well move from focusing on abstraction to focusing on practices; but what if what 

needs to change is not necessarily the walls of slaughterhouses but the very eyes that see such walls, 

and the very conceptuality that forms the walls – of glass or concrete – in the first place? What if 

abattoirs made of glass became the new translucent coliseums built for the pleasure of optical 

spectators: a spectacle for sovereign individuals, for “the pleasure of violation” (Nietzsche 1887/2008, 

46)? What if “we were to kill the animal [in factory-farms] ourselves” (Kheel 1993, 257), and this 

became, within Western language’s all-pervasive force, a practice “for making a profit off the pleasure” 

(Pachirat 2011, 254) of exercising our individualised right to violence as sovereign subjects (Wadiwel 

2015, 191)? Isn’t this exactly what Gracchus was after in Gladiator? “He’ll bring them death, and they 

[the people] will love him for it.” Isn’t this what happens today in bullfighting rings in Spain? Do we 

really tend to care for animals?  

I want to draw attention now to Nietzsche’s insights on the relationship between pleasure and our 

position as masters, or sovereigns, in order to further understand the relationship between human 

sovereignty and having a desire to undertake violent practices against animals. Nietzsche argues that 

the master experiences “the pleasure of being able to vent his power without a second thought on 
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someone who is powerless,35 the enjoyment ‘de faire le mal pour le plaisire de la faire’” (1887/2010, 46), i.e., 

“of doing evil for the pleasure of it.”36 Nietzsche describes this experience as “the privilege of the 

masters,” which refers to the master’s “opportunity to experience the uplifting feeling of being entitled 

to despise and mistreat someone as ‘beneath him’” (1887/2008, 46).37  

We should also notice that the relationship of power that leads the master to experience pleasure 

is fundamentally constituted by Western language. This is so because the relationship of power is in 

great part produced by the conceptual forces of the human master (sovereign) and the animal slave 

(subject), the dichotomy up-down – i.e. the slave being someone who is ‘beneath him [master]’ – , and 

by Western conceptuality as a whole. Importantly, the pleasure of violating another is not merely a 

top-down action in which the master has all the power and acts as such. Instead, language constitutes 

both, the sovereign, and the subject, so that the former experiences the pleasure of violation through 

the relationship of power (Foucault 1976/1998, 93). The relationship, and not the position of each 

actor, is the key unit of oppression.  

Let me develop the previous claims. First, I do not think that my previous words, and Foucault’s 

work on power, contradict Nietzsche’s insights on the master experiencing “the uplifting feeling of 

being entitled to despise and mistreat someone as ‘beneath him’” (1887/2008, 46). The sovereign, or 

rather the sovereign eyes of Western language, see and sense others as beneath oneself. As it happens, 

for example, when a bull is seen by a human audience in a bullfighting ring. At this instance, Western 

conceptuality is playing a crucial role in creating the subjective conditions for the sovereign to 

experience pleasure, but it is not until the relationship between a bullfighter and a bull appears, or is 

witnessed, that power begins to act and frame the actual relationship. In other words, the sovereign 

exercises her dominion and right to decide over the bull within the relationship of power, and it is by 

virtue of exercising his dominion and powers as sovereign that he experiences the pleasure of violation 

against his subject.  

                                                           
35 It would be mistaken to think that animals or enslaved humans are powerless, as authors such as Jason Hribal (2003, 
448-450), Pachirat (2011, 144-148) and Wadiwel (2016) have argued, animals resist.  
36 Translator’s (Douglas Smith) note in Nietzsche 1887/2008, 146. 
37 It is worth mentioning here, in the context of Nietzsche’s discussion about the master-subject relationship, that animals 
are the property of humans under the law. For more on this, see section 3.3. 



85 
 

This has clear parallels with Wadiwel’s understanding of sovereignty as being private and held by 

individuals – in fact, Nietzsche himself talks of “sovereign individuals” (1887/2008, 41) – and with my 

argument that human sovereignty constitutes the subjectivities of Westerners to be violent. To 

summarise, if we take into account that language plays a crucial role in forming the human sovereignty 

that constitutes Western subjects, that sovereign subjects enjoy the “opportunity to experience the 

uplifting feeling of being entitled to despise and mistreat someone as ‘beneath [them]” (Nietzsche 

1887/2008, 46), it seems reasonable to think that Nietzsche is right when he says: “to witness suffering 

does one good, to inflict it even more so – that is a harsh proposition, but a fundamental one, an old, 

powerful, human-all-too human proposition” (1887/2008, 48).  

Judith Butler similarly argues that “an insight into the physical vulnerability of some set of others . 

. . incites the desire to destroy them” (Butler 2009, 2). These words reinforce the philosophy presented 

here because the sovereign seeks to exercise his right to violence against those who are ‘beneath him,’ 

and because fulfilling the sovereign’s desire to violence requires recognising that another is physically 

vulnerable.  The sovereign eyes of Western language play an important role in this process. Language, 

through its gathering ability and its historical nature, establishes that some are sanctified (those that 

resemble the ideal of the human), while those who deviate from the human are there to be subjugated and 

violated. The latter refers to animals, women, people with disabilities, and Black people, among others. 

These beings are not only recognised as physically vulnerable but as being beneath the sovereign who 

seeks the “opportunity to experience the uplifting feeling of being entitled to despise and mistreat 

[those who are] . . . ‘beneath him’” (1887/2008, 46). The question then is: “how can inflicting pain 

[not] provide satisfaction?” (Nietzsche 1887/2008, 47). Indeed, “for who could stand the sight?”, 

Pollan might wonder (2006, 333).  

Nietzsche’s insights also help to explain why it is necessary to deconstruct an excessive focus on 

practice without questioning and inspecting which ontological, epistemic, and ethico-political 

conditions pre-exist one’s self and one’s actions, and from what vantage point are such practices 

undertaken. Nietzsche’s words could not be more pertinent here: “what we absorb through experience 

impinges as little on our consciousness during its digestion (. . .) as does the whole manifold process 



86 
 

of our physical nourishment” (Nietzsche 1887/2008, 39); and: “the world has basically never since 

[(the Christian moral conceptual world came to be)] shaken off a certain odour of blood and torture” 

(Nietzsche 1887/2008, 46). At this stage the reader should begin to understand why I claim that 

language is all-pervasive.  

The sovereign consumption of black flesh  

To further understand the all-pervasive nature of Western language, I want to examine why seeing with 

the sovereign eyes of Western language is a crucial leverage point in the production of racial and sexual 

violence. I will do this by using two examples discussed by Aph Ko in Racism as Zoological Witchcraft. 

First, on the 11th November 1831 Nat Turner led a rebellion of slaves, and an estimate of fifty five 

white people were found dead (Ko 2019a, 52).38 As a reprisal Nat Turner “was decapitated, skinned, 

and then materially repurposed into different items” (ibid., 52). Turner’s skin was boiled down and, 

among other things, turned into a liquid that white people ingested for medicinal purposes. Second, 

and as Tommy Curry explains: 

While we are familiar with the rape of Black women during slavery, the story of Black male rape by 

white men and women is often overlooked . . . Black males were raped, mutilated, and eaten during 

American slavery (Woodard 2014) . . . The rape of Black males during slavery was often exercise[d] as 

the ultimate demonstration of power and punishment… In the institution of slavery, white women had 

complete control and access to Black male flesh. She was a master, so to speak, and able to determine 

the Black male slave’s life or death… In this world, white women could use Black male slaves for their 

personal enjoyment without risking their reputations (Curry 2018, 247-248). 

Recall that animality and race constitute each other within Western language (1.2.4). So far it has also 

become evident that we have been subjectively formed to hold the self-proclaimed right to violence, 

and that as sovereigns we even desire violence. The objectifying and subjugating gaze of the sovereign 

carnivore seeks to consume and destroy who/what is not like the human: the woman and the 

black/animal (male and female). The cases outlined above illustrate these insights perfectly: Nat 

                                                           
38 For an extensive account of this matter, see Vincent Woodard 2014.  
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Turner, ontologically a non-human under the gaze of the sovereign white human, was ingested for 

medicinal purposes by white people. In other words, he was literally consumed and devoured by 

Westerners. What is most important, however, is that such actions were not the result of mere reprisal. 

As the second case illustrates, it was by being sovereigns over black “animal-like” bodies that white 

people desired to consume Black people. To iterate Nietzsche’s words, for the master (the sovereign) 

“to witness suffering does one good, to inflict it even more so” (1887/2008, 48). The second case 

could not attest more accurately to the veracity of Nietzsche’s words. Like Westerners do today in 

relation to animals, white women had “complete control and access to Black male flesh” (Curry 2018, 

248), precisely because Black men were animals at the epistemological and ontological levels: blackness 

and animalness “are dynamically interconstituted all the way down” (Kim 2017, 10).  

The theory advanced so far helps to reinforce Ko’s insightful argument that “racism itself is sexual 

violence” (2019a, 83), i.e., racism and sexual violence are not two categories that merely intersect as 

some intersectional scholars might argue (Ko 2019a, 86-95). When white women raped black men, 

they saw animalised black men (the black beast) through the sovereign eyes of Western language. These 

white women saw black men as beings at their disposal by virtue of being sovereign over animals, 

including in “animals” black males (the black beast). Raping and consuming black men was not regarded 

as a criminal act because the sovereign as sovereign has “the right not to respond, [s/]he has the right 

to the silence of that dissymmetry. [S/he] has the right to a certain irresponsibility” (Derrida 2008b, 

57) and, therefore, s/he does not even need to consider “before which (whom? what?) [s/he has] to 

answer” (Derrida 1991, 112): the sovereign only needs to answer before herself. “Animal = all body, 

no mind” (Kim 2017, 3), and bodies are desirably sexual and consumable. My argument is that one of 

the reasons why white women desired to rape Black males was that under the sovereign gaze of 

Western language, which constituted white women, Black men appeared as the Black beast and the 

animal.  

Importantly, Black people, as mere bodies, were (and are) killable. When a mere body is killed, 

there is no crime: a crime is such only when a subject, a person (the white human) is killed. This is what 

our Western sacrificial structure is like, a structure that allows some (the white and sovereign human) 
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to kill without the killing appearing as a crime. This sacrificial structure inhabits Western language 

through the force of concepts such as the black, the animal, the disabled, the irrational woman, and 

dichotomies and grammars such as we/them, nature/culture, civil/uncivil. As Derrida says: “putting 

to death” should be understood “as denegation of murder. The putting to death of the animal, says 

this denegation, is not a murder. I would link this denegation to the violent institution of the ‘who’ as 

subject” (Derrida 1991, 115). This is a link that, I have argued, is formed, sustained, and constantly re-

constituted by the force of Western language.39   

I want to insist that my aim in this section has neither been to argue that certain human-animal 

practices cannot be transformative, nor that replacing concrete walls for glass walls is irrelevant 

(Pachirat 2011, 252) – both can be important in transforming the established ethico-political order. 

What my argument has tried to raise is a more precise articulation of how Western language determines 

and constitutes our sensory experiences, human sovereignty, and sexual-racial-animal violence. My 

contention is that failing to understand these insights can lead us to destroy the walls of the ethico-

political established order while leaving the “architectural model” intact (Derrida 2008b, 282). 

2.3.3. Sun King: the rule of light and the seeker of knowledge 

In the first volume of The Beast and the Sovereign Derrida dwells on an interesting case that will help to 

further our understanding of what humans’ sovereignty over animals entails, especially in relation to 

the “violence of light [(knowledge)]” (Derrida 1967/1990, 84) exercised by researchers when they 

reduce living beings to knowable entities. 

                                                           
39 Due to space constraints I cannot engage with Giorgio Agamben’s discussion of the homo sacer, or sacred man, that is, a 
being “who may be killed and yet not sacrificed” (Agamben 1998, 113). However, I wish to note that when Agamben 
discusses the killing of Jews in Nazi Germany as the killing of bare life, or zoë, as opposed to political life, or bios, he creates 
a clear-cut separation between the political and bare life. Under Agamben’s understanding the Jew was perceived in Nazi 
Germany as an apolitical figure, just killable life; while the Nazis were the members of the political community. If I had the 
space, I think it would be possible to argue that Jews were not only perceived as bare life (zoë), but also as political beings 
(bios). As Butler says, and as discussed above, “an insight into the physical vulnerability of some set of others . . . [may] 
incite the desire to destroy them” (Butler 2009, 2). The arguments advanced in this thesis demonstrate that perceiving 
another being as a vulnerably embodied mortal, which is a condition for being regarded as a being who has the “‘capacity 
to be killed’” (Agamben 1998, 113), cannot be extricated from the political. As Wolfe puts it: “current practices of factory 
farming and the like . . . constitute not just some embarrassing sideline of modern life that has nothing to do with politics 
proper . . . Rather, such practices must be seen not just as political but as in fact constitutively political for biopolitics in its 
modem form” (2010a, 22). 
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In France, 1681, there was an anatomy lesson or ceremony in which an elephant was autopsied. 

Derrida analyses this event in detail for it was not an ordinary autopsy (2008b, 276-304), the Sun King 

Louis XIV was present throughout the process and gazed upon “the great elephant” (ibid., 277). This 

ceremony was a contribution to theoretical knowledge, which is, “at least in its dominant figure, a 

seeing, a theatrical theorein [from God (theos) and sight (orao) (my addition)], a gaze cast onto a visible 

object, a primarily optical experience that aims to touch with the eyes what falls under the hand, under 

the scalpel” (ibid., 277). This optical event was not only undertaken under the gaze of Louis XIV, the 

autopsy in itself was an exercise of human sovereignty over the elephant: “a sovereign autopsy . . . of 

the great elephant autopsied, inspected, dissected” (Derrida 2008b, 277) by sovereign subjects, that is, 

seekers of knowledge, researchers, scientists.  

Derrida’s analysis focuses on the Sun King and how the “phenomenal elephant” appears as “an 

object . . . in its phainesthai [seeing], to the gaze not only of the learned observers but of a Sun King, a 

king of light and a source of light, a king who is the condition of possibility of appearing and of 

knowledge,” who is a “producer of light who, from most high, like Plato’s Good, sun, and agathon, 

gives being and appearing to things” (2008b, 281). As important as Derrida’s words are, I want to draw 

attention to the Sun King researchers. The sovereign seekers saw, with their sovereign eyes, this 

magnanimous elephant: an elephant that presented itself as an elephant thanks to the sun’s light. In 

other words, we are talking of an elephant robbed of the possibility to touch and be under the sovereign 

eyes of Western language. I want to press on our-selves living and being within Western language’s 

world-forming force because an excessive focus on the King, on Louis XIV, could lead us to miss that 

“at the death of the king one can still say: ‘The King is dead, long live the King!’ One has simply 

changed sovereigns . . . The walls are destroyed, but the architectural model is not deconstructed” 

(2008b, 282). Sovereigns mean, under the reading presented here, all of us Western humans insofar as 

we exist within Western language and our subjectivities have been formed by such a language.  
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I stress this because Heidegger, as so many others today,40 are oblivious to how the force of 

Western language orients our Western ways of being in opposition to the animal. Heidegger thought 

that animals are languageless (alogon) and therefore cannot relate to death in the conceptual way that 

humans do. For this reason, Heidegger famously claimed that “the animal cannot die” (Heidegger 

1929-1930, 257), and that “mortals are they who can experience death as death. The animal cannot do 

so” (Heidegger 1971/1982, 106-107). 41  Recall the crucial as-structure that Western (and human) 

language impels us to live within: the conceptual force of language presents actual living beings (e.g., 

animals) as conceptually homogenised beings (e.g., the animal). For this reason, Heidegger thought that 

animals do not truly exist insofar as they cannot relate to reality as reality.42 As Plato put it in The Republic: 

the sun’s light “governs whatever there is in the (now) visible region (of sunlight)” (Plato in Heidegger 

1931/1998, 161). The way Western language acts as a hand of knowledge that grips the irreducibility 

of other creatures and turns them into reduced knowable entities is perfectly captured by Derrida when 

he talks of “the violence of light” (1967/1990, 84). This violent light is what allowed the sovereign 

researchers to see the elephant’s blood in the autopsy not as death, not as the result of a criminal act, 

but rather as that which shone “in the light, in the enargeia [that is, the visible brightness (my addition)] 

of seeing and knowing” (Derrida 2008b, 291).  

In The Animal that Therefore I am Derrida attends to the otherness of nonhuman animals, that is, to 

the ethical weight of recognising another as a singular and unique living being. Derrida makes us 

attentive to this ethical dimension by exploring an encounter that occurred between himself and his 

real cat. He uses a discourse that attempts to pierce through the all-pervasive force of Western language 

by emphasising that animals are real. This apparently self-evident fact is concealed under “the 

objectivizing staging of the animal of theory, the animal as it is seen, and not the animal that sees, the 

animal as a thing to be observed” (2008a, 82).  

                                                           
40 See above and subsequent chapters. 
41 For a detailed discussion of this idea, see Beardsworth 1996, 118, 131; Calarco 2002, 21; Wolfe 2008, 22, 2010b, 83-84; 
Pick 2011, 12-13; and Chapter Five.  
42 For a detailed exploration of this subject see Chapter Five.  
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I mention this because at a pivotal moment in the first volume of The Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida 

says that “there is a point where the symmetry is broken and where sovereignty is marked by the power 

to see, by being-able-to-see without being seen” (2008b, 293). Western language forms that point: our 

language forms a world in which animals, such as elephants and apes, are not, cannot see and be seen, 

cannot touch and be touched; in opposition we humans can see and be seen, touch and be touched by 

humans as the ones who hold such powers. And it is here where, perhaps, the relationship between 

Western language and human sovereignty becomes more apparent: the animal as alogon, handless and 

eyeless, cannot have, for instance, an intrinsic interest in having a right to liberty and self-determination 

(Cochrane 2012, 11), and the human as the one with the logos, the sovereign gaze, and with hands to 

grab the staff and sword is sovereign over those who are un-able. My intervention, as is probably clear 

by now, is that the very possibility to be sovereigns over animals is formed by Western language itself, 

occurs within Western language, and in a world formed by such a language. 

2.4. Concluding Remarks 

Before closing this chapter, I would like to confront a possible objection. One might find a tension in 

the position advanced so far, since I have argued that we desire violence and to exercise the right to 

violence that structures our sovereign subjectivities, while I have simultaneously contended that 

Westerners do not see real animals because we are constituted by language. One could argue, therefore, 

that there is an inconsistency insofar as it would seem impossible for the animal, which is not a subject 

and does not feel within Western language, to be subjugated by Westerners. This would make it 

impossible for the sovereign to fulfil his right to violence and subjugation because the sovereign can 

only subjugate those beings that are a who, not a what. In other words, the exercise of sovereignty 

requires that the beings under the sovereigns’ dominion are capable of being subjugated, i.e., they need 

to be subjects.  

This contradiction, I have argued, exists, lives in us, and needs to be constantly deconstructed. To 

explain, Western language as a historical force and the gathering force of the logos constantly act on 

and through us not to see real animals and see instead the animal: this has historically allowed 
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philosophers such as René Descartes to say that animals felt nothing while vivisection was being 

undertaken, as animals (the animal) felt no more than clocks did. At the same time, Western language 

contributes decisively to ontologically forming us to be sovereigns over animals with the self-

proclaimed right to violence. When the latter right is exercised we recognise human and nonhuman 

animals’ suffering, and can even find pleasure in that suffering: bull-fighting and gladiator games. 

Similarly, when we Westerners, for instance, exercise our self-proclaimed right to decide over horses’ 

lives by taming them, we are recognising that horses are subjects who can be tamed and subjugated. 

The logos gathering force is crucial in forming this contradiction, since it homogenises real animals by 

turning them into the animal, and simultaneously forms Westerners to be sovereigns and establish by 

opposition the beings over whom s/he can exercise her/his sovereignty, i.e., the master-

slave/sovereign-subject dichotomies.  

Ontology, ethics, and politics are one 

In the introduction to this thesis I said that a tangential argument would run through the thesis, namely, 

that ontology, ethics and politics are one when we talk of political matters.43 I want to explicitly address 

this argument now, as it underlies the present chapter.  

In section 1.2 we saw that Western language constitutes the subjectivities of Westerners to be 

anthropocentric and racist (ontology). It also became apparent that those located within the 

gravitational force of the animal – a force that constitutes Westerners – were disregarded ethically or at 

least significantly undermined. Similarly, I showed that some human and nonhuman animals deviate 

from the ideal of the white, rational and abled human. Given that we are constituted by the conceptual 

forces of the human and the animal (ontology), I contend that those located within the latter have 

traditionally been, and are currently being, regarded as non-members of the political community 

(politics). Today, for instance, many people with disabilities do not have a de jure and de facto right to 

vote, and animals do not even have legal standing.44 The interconstitution ontology-politics became 

                                                           
43 Apolitical matters refer to a leaf falling from a tree in autumn due to the season and gravity. For a discussion of what 
constitutes the political, see section 5.4. 
44 See next chapter. 
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clear in section 1.3 where I argued that language constitutes Westerners to be sovereigns over animals 

(ontology-politics). From this subjective stand point (ontology), the sovereign has the right (politics) to 

decide whether animals live or die, are free or enslaved, and even who or what animals are. As 

Heidegger would put it: the animal does not truly exist. The ethico-political bearing of this statement 

could not be clearer: those who do not exist are excluded from both the moral circle and the political 

community. I also identified that Western language deprives us of our sensory capacities to be ethically 

attentive to other animals: our very senses are co-opted by Western language (ontology). Finally, we 

saw that by virtue of being sovereign over the black (ontology), the subjectivities of white people were 

formed to assume a right (politics) to rape and consume Black people. The sovereign desire for 

violence trumps all ethical considerations because the sovereign only responds before her/him-self. The 

latter claim is simultaneously ontological, ethical, and political.45   

The dominant view in philosophy is that one cannot shift registers between “(i) claims about what 

is the case and (ii) claims about what ought to be the case, and also between (i) ethical claims and (ii) 

political claims.”46 I want to advance the opposite argument here: ontology, ethics, and politics are one, 

and we should not think and philosophise as if these dimensions of reality were isolated. I talk of 

ontology, ethics, and politics as ‘dimensions of reality’ because we should not think about them as 

mere fields in philosophy.  

When I encountered that real dead pigeon on a pavement of North-London in November of 2019, 

I was positioned as someone who is (ontology) sovereign over animals, as someone who had the right 

(politics) not to respond, as someone who failed to recognise that pigeon as a real other worthy of 

respect and mourning (ethics). These three dimensions of reality did not occur at different registers. 

In that experience, as in all ethico-political experiences, ethics, politics, and ontology were one. I think 

that one of the main problems in philosophy resides, perhaps, in the clear separation that is often 

assumed between thinking and experiencing, theory and practice, ethics, ontology and politics, and so 

on. The traditional argument in philosophy that claims about what ought to be the case cannot be 

                                                           
45 Incidentally, all the aforementioned interconstitutions also substantiate the claim that Western language is all-pervasive. 
46 As a reviewer explained in a review of Chapter Four.  
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derived from claims about what is the case is not only wrong at the level of philosophical argument, it 

is ethically and politically dangerous.  

Peter Singer’s work illustrates perfectly why detaching ontology, ethics, and politics from each other 

is dangerous. For Singer, parents of children with severe cognitive disabilities should have the right to 

decide whether their children are killed (2009). This is so because Singer’s ontology assumes that the 

abled rational human is the paradigmatic ethical ideal and therefore those who deviate from this ideal 

too much can be killed. What is more, the abled rational human is also the paradigmatic political ideal 

and therefore those who are like the abled human should have, for Singer, the right to decide over 

others’ lives. Of course, Singer’s position also needs to further assume that we abled humans are 

sovereign epistemically speaking. From this ontological, epistemological, and political vantage point, 

Singer thinks that it is our right, “whether we like it or not” (Webster 1994, 3), to decide who lives and 

who dies. Ontology, ethics, and politics do not merely “fold into each other.”47 Ontology, ethics and 

politics constitute each other, that is why we need to feel, attend, and think in an interconstitutional 

manner. Our violent Western language detaches, splits, fragments, and makes us believe that practices, 

reality, ethical value, emotions, thinking, concepts, and what is political are separate domains. It is 

paramount to understand that this is not so and continue to deconstruct our beings and Western 

conceptuality in an interconstitutional manner.  

The Human, the Force of Concepts, and Western language 

Before finishing, I would like to discuss the relationship between the concept of the human, the force 

of concepts, and Western language as a whole. First, recall that I drew a distinction in the introductory 

chapter between a linguistic and non-linguistic dimension of language. The former refers to our usual 

understanding of language. Language represents reality through words, and we can translate between 

different languages (e.g. Catalan and English) because there are concepts. For example, the concept 

chair can be represented through the words “cadira” in Catalan, and “chair” in English. Similarly, the 

concept of the human is represented through the words “humà” (Catalan), and “human” (English). 

                                                           
47 As the aforementioned reviewer also said.  
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My argument in this chapter has been that in the fields of animal philosophy and animal studies, 

amongst others, authors usually give too much ethico-political importance to “the human” – as words 

that exist in opposition to “the animal.” What is more, when we think of language in this linguistic 

sense, concepts usually have an atomistic-representationalist ring to them. The concept chair exists 

through its correspondent words (“cadira,” “chair”).  

My contention has been that the previous understanding of language misses the non-linguistic-

ontological dimension of language that I have disclosed here. In contrast to what many authors argue, 

my contention has been that what matters is not “the human” per se, nor even the human as an isolated 

linguistic concept. What I have demonstrated is that individual concepts are, in truth, more like 

gravitational fields. In contrast to the linguistic understanding of the human, the human has an 

ontological connotation, is imperceptibly pervasive (like gravity), and is dynamically interconstituted 

by a myriad of conceptual forces (e.g. the animal, the black, the white, the woman, the man, nature, the 

civil) that lead Westerners to be violent against those who deviate from the paradigmatic human 

person.  

The latter might have seemed slightly confusing for the reader because my argument has been that 

Western language and the human are composed by the very same forces. Even though this argument 

risks being somehow circular, it seems to me accurate to say that Western language has a more holistic 

and all-encompassing connotation than the human, and that the human is closely associated, by 

opposition, to the animal. However, it is indeed the case that both the human and Western language 

are composed of the merger of the same conceptual forces, and so on some occasions they can be read 

as synonyms. In those instances, the difference will be that one has a more holistic-all-encompassing 

meaning, while the other is more situated in opposition to the animal. Maintaining this distinction seems 

to me discursively important. However, and ontologically speaking, the ambivalence also seems true 

to me.   

To conclude, I have focused on disclosing what Western language is and how it acts for two 

reasons: [1] to understand why Westerners oppress and produce so much violence against those who 

deviate from the paradigmatic human person; and [2] to see and be seen by animals, to touch and be 
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touched by animals, to smell and be smelt by animals, and to taste and be tasted by animals. The latter 

requires deconstructing Western language in our everyday lives insofar as it disallows us from sensing 

and being sensed by others. I hope that this chapter has laid the foundations to understand why and 

how language deprives many human subjects of our sensory capacities. In the next chapter I will 

explore in more depth the argument that Western language is all-pervasive, and how existing within 

Western language influences, and in many occasions determines, institutional violence as well as violent 

practices of human individuals against animals: from experimenting in laboratories to our law being 

anthropocentric up to our plates.
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3 

- 

Three Case Studies: The Culture of Carnism, the 

Ethology of Captivity, and the Law of 

Anthropocentrism 
 

 

The function of the absent referent is to keep our ‘meat’ separated from any 

idea that she or he was once an animal . . . to keep something from being 

seen as someone.  Once the existence of meat is disconnected from the 

existence of an animal who was killed to become that ‘meat’ meat becomes 

unanchored by its original referent (the animal) becoming instead a free-

floating image, used often to reflect women’s status as well as animals. 

Carol J. Adams (1990/2015) 

 

 

It is through dehumanization that personhood is lost; discursively and 

materially, humanization becomes a prerequisite for personhood.  

To be a person, one has to be seen as human. 

Maneesha Deckha (2021) 

 

 
 

 

As of 2018, approximately 1 in 3 women worldwide (in the 194 WHO Member States) had experienced 

intimate partner violence and/or non-partner sexual violence at least once in their lifetime (WHO 

2021, xvi).1  In the United States around 7 million people “were, in some form or other, caught in the 

‘correctional’ system” and of those 2 million were incarcerated (Gruen 2014b, 1). In the so-called 

‘developed nations,’ “1 in 10 people fishes for pleasure” (Arlinghaus et al., 2019, 5209). In 2007, an 

estimated number of 0.97 to 2.74 trillion fishes were killed (Mood 2010, 71).2 This number increased 

                                                           
1 In other words, “up to 852 million women aged 15 years or older” had experienced physical and/or sexual violence by 
husbands (or former husbands), male intimate partners, or someone who is/has been neither a husband nor an intimate 
male partner (WHO 20201, xvi) These numbers, as the WHO acknowledges, are very conservative and are “likely to be 
much higher than the reported or estimated rates” (WHO 2021, xv). 
2 Without considering factors such as fishes caught as bycatch and discarded (Mood 2010, 71). 
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by 25% in the period 2007-2018 (FAO 2020, 7). 68.8 billion chickens, 1.5 billion pigs, 500 million 

sheep, and 300 million cows were killed world-wide in 2018 (Sanders 2020). 

These forms of violence have at least one thing in common: they are all actualised by humans and 

in some cases by many humans (male violence against women and fishing for pleasure). In other words, 

the latter two forms of violence are not invisible. They are, as a matter of fact, very visible indeed: men 

and people who fish actualise the violent acts. In this chapter I intend to: [1] further disclose the role 

Western language plays in humans undertaking violent actions against other beings; [2] reinforce the 

argument that Western language is all-pervasive; and [3] strengthen my contention that witnessing and 

actualising violent acts can cause pleasure.  

To this end (2.1), I first engage with Carol J. Adams’ insights in relation to the absent referent, that 

is, the idea that real animals are absent when they are turned into food (“steak,” “pork,” and “chicken 

wings” are not animals, but mere food).  Adams theorises three kinds of absent referents; I will argue 

that there is a fourth one (the present absent referent) that explains why humans do not perceive 

different forms of violence as such. With this goal in mind, I examine an act of disavowal by a man 

who dismisses a calf’s request for attention in an auction ring and the practice of recreational fishing. 

Next (2.2), I deconstruct Frans de Waal’s representationalist understanding of language, and how his 

conception of language conceals the violence present in his research on capuchins in captivity. 

Deconstructing this case also leads me to reinforce the argument that Western language plays a key 

role in producing pleasure when humans witness violent acts. In light of the theory of Western language 

uncovered in Chapter Two and the previous sections in this chapter, I then (2.3) provide arguments 

to substantiate Maneesha Deckha’s contention that the legal category of personhood is 

anthropocentric. Finally, I address the question ‘what is the culture of carnism?’ and reinforce the thesis 

that Western language is all-pervasive.  

                                                           
I also wish to note that the use of the term ‘fishes’ is informed by Jonathan Balcombe’s argument that the word “fish” 
reinforces the idea that fishes are not individuals (2017). We do not talk of “mammal” or “bird” but rather of “mammals” 
and “birds.” Similarly, Balcombe argues, we should talk of “fishes.” 
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3.1. The Present Absent Referent 

Adams argues in The Sexual Politics of Meat that the process of butchering animals turns actual animals 

into absent referents. This means that when animals are killed and dismembered to become meat (e.g., 

ribs, chicken wings, steaks) “animals in name and body are made absent as animals” (Adams 

1990/2015, 20). The production of meat entails, therefore, the transformation of beings who are 

relational embodied agents with the potential of establishing friendships, communities, and having 

families (e.g., cows, pigs, chickens and most fishes)3 into corpses: “a dead body replaces the live animal” 

(ibid., 21). An animal who is alive cannot be meat (ibid., 21). As Adams insightfully puts it: “the 

function of the absent referent is to keep our ‘meat’ separated from any idea that she or he was once 

an animal . . . to keep something from being seen as someone” (Adams 1990/2015, xxiv). The point 

is that animals are absent when humans eat them “because they have been transformed into food” 

(Diamond 1978, 468-469), because “meat is disconnected from the existence of an animal who was 

killed to become that ‘meat’” (Adams 1990/2015, xxiv). Instead, when animals are turned into meat, 

they become “a free-floating image, used often to reflect women’s status as well as animals” (ibid., 

xxiv). What is more, discursively and grammatically speaking, food erases animals as individuals. When 

we talk of animals as food, “we drop the article ‘a’ stripping the animal of individuality: people eat 

turkey, not a turkey” (ibid., 50).  

Adams identifies three ways in which animals are turned into absent referents: [1] literally: animals 

are actually “absent because they are dead” (Adams 1990/2015, 21) [2] definitional: our discourse 

changes when “animals” become “food” (e.g., from “cow” and “pig” to “beef” and “pork”); and [3] 

metaphorical: people describe their experiences through “animal” metaphors (e.g., “rape victims or 

battered women say, ‘I felt like a piece of meat’” (Adams 1990/2015, 21). In this section, I argue that 

there is at least a fourth way in which animals are made absent referents, what I call, the present absent 

referent.  

                                                           
3 I will provide extensive arguments to substantiate these claims in the following three chapters. For now, I would like to 
direct the reader to the works of Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2011;  Wadiwel 2016, 2018; Meijer 2019b; and Blattner et al. 
2020. 
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Before exploring what this fourth absent referent entails, it is important to offer a more extensive 

explanation of Adams’ nuanced insights on the concept of the absent referent. Adams contends that 

“a structure of overlapping but absent referents links violence against women and animals” 

(1990/2015, 22). The structure of the absent referent operates not only in turning living animals into 

meat, but also in institutionalising patriarchal values and “in descriptions of cultural violence” that 

render women as absent referents (ibid., 22). Adams illustrates this well when she says: “if animals are 

the absent referent in the phrase ‘the butchering of women,’ women are the absent referent in the 

phrase ‘the rape of animals’” (1990/2015, 23). While the term ‘rape’ in this context is reminiscent of 

women’s experiences, it does not refer to actual women: women are absent. The same goes for the 

term ‘butchering’ in the previous quote in relation to non-human animals.   

Adams turns next to incidents of male violence like those inflicted by batterers, rapists and sexual 

abusers of children (1990/2015, 25). She explains that, for example, some marital rapists might make 

use of companion animals “to intimidate, coerce, control or violate a woman. Serial killers often initiate 

violence first against animals” (ibid., 25). It is sometimes the case that child sexual abusers harm 

companion animals, and batterers sometimes “harm or kill a companion animal as a warning to their 

partners that she could be next” (ibid., 25). Through these examples, Adams attempts to show that 

incidents of male violence against women and animals are connected – I would instead say 

interconstituted. The woman (the “chick”) in the eyes of some rapists is a being to be violated, an 

objectified and consumable being at his disposal. The animal is also a being at the male’s patriarchal 

and sovereign disposal, and he uses the animal as it suits him: a tool to coerce and intimidate, or a 

warning: ‘first the dog, then you bitch.’4 

                                                           
4 Justin Marceau has recently suggested that while there is widespread animal abuse “among violent offenders,” it is unclear 
whether animal abuse is predictive of human abuse (Marceau 2019, 209). I am not reading Adams’ claims above as implying 
that there is an empirical correlation between animal and human abuse in the terms discussed by Marceau. My intention is 
to mark that male violence against animals and women are interconstituted as both, animals and women, appear to men’s 
gaze as desirable and consumable beings. The male gaze is none other than the gaze of the sovereign for whom women 
and animals are at the sovereign’s disposal, ready to please the sovereign’s taste whether women and animals like it or not.  



101 
 

3.1.1. The absent referent smacks: unabling subjectivities, unabling responsivity5 

Adams says that “all that is implied when the words ‘animal’ and ‘beast’ are used as insults maintains 

separation between human animals and nonhuman animals. We have structured our language to avoid the 

acknowledgment of our biological similarity [my emphasis]” (Adams 1990/2015, 46). Recall that I 

identified two ways in which we can think of language: the linguistic sense, and the non-linguistic, or 

conceptual-ontological, sense. The absent referent, as described by Adams, operates at the linguistic 

level and attempts to elucidate, among other things, why it is that humans produce such an 

unimaginable level of violence against animals and why this violence remains invisible. Adams’ 

argument does not stop here, but also shows that the logic of the absent referent also operates in rape 

culture and in the animalisation of women. In the dominant Western culture, women, like animals, 

appear as desirable entities to be consumed: the fork penetrates the meat as the penis penetrates the 

woman and both, animal and woman, are meant to desire penetration (Adams 1990/2015, 34-35). As 

Catharine A. MacKinnon insightfully argues, “sex is what women are for” (2016, 452).  

My intention is not to challenge Adams’ nuanced arguments, as I think they are correct. However, 

I think that Adams’ theory of the absent referent does not account for how we are subjectively 

constituted by the absent referent, and it overemphasises how we humans structure and decide 

language, as the triggering quote of the previous paragraph illustrates. For this reason, my contention 

is that if Adams’ grammar and thinking of the absent referent is left without qualification, it risks 

masking how the conceptual-ontological force of the present absent referent, which is not decided by 

humans, structures the subjectivities of Westerners not to see other animals and be violent against 

animals. In order to illustrate what the present absent referents entails, I will offer an analysis of two 

examples: the disavowal of a calf by a man in an auction ring in the US and the practice of recreational 

fishing in Australia. 

 

 

                                                           
5 I will use the term “unable” instead of “disable” in order to avoid the association disability-deprivation.  
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The disavowal of a calf  

The first case I want to analyse is provided by Kathryn Gillespie in The Cow with Ear Tag #1389 (2018), 

where she studies how the milk industry worked in the US from 2015 to 2016. To this end, Gillespie 

went, among other spaces, to auctions where cows and calves are sold. To give some background, in 

the US, 9.4 million cows are used to produce dairy as of May of 2021 (USDA 2021), that is, the bodies 

of 9.4 million cows are regularly and violently impregnated to produce milk (USDA 2021). The dairy 

industry is closely bound to the meat industry, which killed, as for 2020, 3.1 million ‘dairy cows’ and 

447,000 calves for meat consumption in the US (USDA 2020b). As Gillespie notes, this data is 

important “for understanding the scale of production in the US dairy industry, but [it has] the potential 

to obscure the lived reality of each of the [9.4] million cows living and labouring for dairy production 

each year” (Gillespie 2018, 17). For this reason, Gillespie undertakes a “politicized multispecies 

ethnography” (2019, 17-18) of the dairy industry, that is, an ethnography of a “transformative nature” 

(ibid., 18) that seeks to rupture anthropocentric logics of human mastery.  

Bearing this in mind, I shall examine an encounter between a calf and a man to which Gillespie 

bore witness.6 I want to analyse this case because it illustrates perfectly what I mean by the present 

absent referent and how Western language operates in producing these kinds of absent referents. 

Gillespie narrates the encounter between the calf and the man, and how it began, as follows:  

The first animal was already in the auction ring, ready to be sold: a day-old Holstein calf with a barcode 

sticker #604.  

The auction ring was clean: immaculate, really . . . The tiny calf stood in the middle, looked around, and 

bleated. The calf’s persistent cry was the only sound in the room, drowning out the distant noise of 

gates clanking and other animals bellowing from the pens outside. He was a new-born and his drying 

umbilical cord dangled from his belly as he stood there, slightly wobbly on his spindly legs.  

The man whose job it was to herd the animals through the auction pen entered the ring with a paddle 

and leaned on the fence in from of the auctioneer’s platform to chat with the auctioneer. The calf, 

noticing the man, approached him and gently nudged his leg. He stood no taller than the man’s knee 

                                                           
6 For an extensive discussion of what bearing witness entails, see Gillespie 2016. 
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and his nose nuzzled gently but persistently at the side of the man’s thigh. In one efficient motion, the 

man turned and smacked the calf in the face with the paddle he was holding and spoke (much too loudly 

for the fairly quiet room), ‘I’m not your mother!’ The calf leapt back, cowering, and then ran away from 

the man, across the pen (Gillespie 2018, 196).  

This painful narrative illustrates a different sort of absent referent from those identified by Adams. In 

fact, I would describe this absent referent as a literal one but of a different kind. While for Adams the 

literal absent referent means the absence of the actual animal when humans, for instance, eat ‘meat,’ 

the previous example shows that an instance of absence emerges in the actual presence of a calf that 

demanded responsivity. The calf was literally nuzzling the man’s thigh, and the man literally responded 

by disavowing the calf with a smack on the calf’s face. Undeniably, that man saw and felt the calf’s 

nose gently requesting attention, but the man did not truly see that calf as a relational individual worthy 

of respect who was vulnerable, in need of care, and demanded responsivity.  

The theory of language advanced in this thesis allows us to understand the man’s lack of 

responsivity: the forces of the concepts of the animal, the sovereign human, and language as a whole 

were not only acting at that instance through that man, the force of these concepts and language was 

structuring his subjectivity and the whole experience-encounter. In other words, language in itself led 

the man to smack the calf since language impels us, as opposed to them, to disavow those who are not 

like us. It is the gathering ability of language in itself that creates the grammar of ‘us’-‘them,’ and turns 

calves into the calf, the animal. For this reason, the force of language as a whole and its gathering ability 

play a crucial role in unabling humans from being responsive and caring towards other animals.  

Whilst we humans certainly structure our language (Adams 1990/2015, 46) and, for instance, have 

some agency in creating advertisements in which women and animals are sexualised (Adams 2017, 

2020), the theory of the absent referent puts, in my view, too much emphasis on human agency. To 

what extent have we humans decided to construct, for example, the words “animal” and “beast”?7 To 

                                                           
7 Recall Adams’ words: “all that is implied when the words ‘animal’ and ‘beast’ are used as insults maintains separation 
between human animals and nonhuman animals. We have structured our language to avoid the acknowledgment of our 
biological similarity [my emphasis]” (Adams 1990/2015, 46). 
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be clear, the point is not to exempt men from responsibility when men, for instance, objectify women, 

nor to exempt humans from responsibility when they smack calves, but rather draw attention to how 

we are constituted by language, and to the fact that we do not decide language. What is more, the 

gathering force of the logos is not something that once deconstructed ceases to operate, it structures 

and reifies dichotomies every day, even in as mundane an action as ‘seeing’ a dead pigeon on a 

pavement.8 In short, animals (the referent) are absent even when they are present, even when they are 

alive in front of us and ask for comfort and attention.  

The violence of the hook in the present absence of fishes 

The second case I want to examine relates to the practice of recreational fishing or “fishing for fun,” 

as Pitcher and Hollingworth call it (2007, 1). On this occasion, I will focus on fishing because the 

animal rights movement has emphasised protecting land animals and ending factory farming,9 and has 

traditionally left fishes on the margins because it seemed unclear whether they were sentient.10 This 

case study will be situated in the Australian context because Dinesh Wadiwel’s recent article ‘Fishing 

for ‘Fun’’ (2019), in which he analyses recreational fishing in Australia, has inspired this section. While 

Wadiwel’s work has animated this section, the forthcoming analysis differs from Wadiwel’s insofar as 

Wadiwel (2019, 211-216) focuses on understanding in what way recreational fishing is epistemically 

and institutionally constructed. Instead, I will examine questions related to visibility, develop the notion 

of the present absent referent, and study the role that Western language plays in this respect.  

                                                           
8 See Chapter Two. 
9 However, we humans kill many more fishes than land animals (Mood 2010, 71, Sanders 2020). 
10 More recently, however, animal advocates and animal rights theorists have increasingly emphasised the need to protect 
fishes, in great part because they were shown to be sentient – a problematic yet dominant logic in critical animal studies. 
On fishes’ sentience, see Braithwaite 2010. On the increasing attention paid to fishes, see Wadiwel 2016, 2019; Birch 2021; 
and Chalmers 2021. 
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Recreational fishing in Australia is more widespread than one might think: in 2003, around 25% of 

Australian households contained recreational fishers (Henry and Lyle 2003, 47). What is more, fishing 

is institutionally safeguarded by different states’ 

governments – Australia is a federal country. For instance, 

the government of New South Wales (NSW) has 

elaborated a fishing guide for saltwater fishes in which they 

explain how to use different tools and recommend to use, 

for example, circle hooks because they increase fishes’ 

survival – fishes are often caught and released when the 

‘fishing is for fun.’ The government illustrates in the guide 

how to use circle hooks through image 1.  

The document and the government’s webpage (NSW 2021), where the fishing guide can be found, 

provide material evidence to substantiate the idea that our subjectivities are unabled from seeing other 

animals, that this plays a crucial role in enabling violence against animals, and that our inability to be 

responsive is widespread in society. The image on the right does not only show hooks, but parts of 

dead fishes and a whole dead fish. The government of NSW suggests fishers: “do not strike at the fish, 

allow the fish time to take the bait into its mouth and then apply slow and steady pressure to set the 

hook in the mouth area. The fish often hook themselves” (NSW 2020, 15).  

This fragment reminded me of my own experience as a recreational fisher when I was coming into 

adulthood. I was also taught about how to use worms as bait, and how to let fishes struggle and take 

them slowly out of the water so that the line would not break. The reader should notice that in the 

process of fishing for recreational purposes the fishes’ bodies act against themselves. In fact, the 

practice of fishing resembles that of torture in that “torture techniques will use the prisoner’s body 

against themselves” (Wadiwel 2015, 3).11 The fishes swim with all their strength ceaselessly in order to 

escape the pain of the hook12 and be free again, but this very painful act is turned against them. As the 

                                                           
11 See Scarry 1985, 47; and Rejali 2007, 354-357. 
12 On fishes feeling pain, see Braithwaite 2010. 

Image 1: Retrieved from NSW 2020, 15 
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line keeps the tension because the fishes struggle to escape continuously the fisher can slowly drag the 

fish from the water – if the fish stopped and made sudden moves from time to time, it would be easier 

to break the line.  

Once outside, the fisher encounters a real fish shaking frantically, trying to escape. Next comes the 

unhooking part. Fishes will often, if not always, resist (Wadiwel 2016): they are slippery, and will move 

quickly, trying to escape the sovereign hand’s grasp – in fact, if one leaves a fish on the beach, they will 

return to the water of their own volition.13 Once the fish is unhooked, one will see the injured mouth, 

and the hook might have a piece of the fish’s flesh which will often be mixed up with blood.  

What this example shows is that fishes are not absent as meat is absent when someone eats a burger 

(Adams 2018). When Adams discusses the literal absent referent, she means to say that when a person 

eats meat, the actual animal is absent. The point is that the meat-eater is somehow oblivious to the fact 

that what s/he is eating is the corpse of a being who was once a real and living animal. For Adams, 

this is one of the key reasons that explains why our system deploys unimaginable violence against 

billions of animals every year worldwide.  

What this example illustrates is that when around 25% of Australians fish for fun, actual fishes are 

not absent at all in Adams’ sense. They are, as a matter of fact, very present indeed: they are dying in 

the hands of humans who have themselves caught the fishes. Recreational fishers themselves put 

sometimes full fishes on hooks, and unhook fishes who are alive and doing everything they can to 

escape. I think that this example uncovers further what the previous chapter disclosed: the absent 

referent does not consist only in the literal absence of the living being when a dead corpse appears as 

food (meat or fish) on a plate; living beings are absent even when they are literally dying in our hands 

or when a human witnesses a calf asking for comfort. We are constituted by a Western language that 

deprives us of feeling, being attentive, seeing others, and, in short, being responsive. As Adams herself 

said in a recent talk: “we live in emotional illiteracy” (Adams 2021). I would simply add that the present 

absent referent plays a decisive role in producing our emotional illiteracy.  

                                                           
13 This is one of the first lessons a recreational fisher is taught; instead of leaving fishes on the beach, one is taught to put 
them in a bucket or rap them in a cloth so that they suffocate – a common practice among recreational fishers, at least in 
Spain.  
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Reading Heidegger again in this context can give us important insights as to why the absent referent 

is not only characterised by absence but also by presence. Heidegger argued that language (the logos) 

“bring[s] various dispersed things together into a unity, and at the same time . . . bring[s] this unity forth 

and hand[s] it over [my emphasis]” (Heidegger 1939/1998, 213). This means that language itself presents 

the world as it is to us. This ‘as’ implies that the world is hostile to those who deviate from the human 

because it is a world constituted by the human, the animal, the sovereign subject versus everyone and 

everything at his disposal (women, animals, people with cognitive disabilities, the so-called primitive, 

earth, and so on).  The point is that these absent referents (e.g., actual fishes and calves) can be alive, 

resisting in front of us, asking for comfort, or saying ‘No;’14 but Westerns are deprived of reciprocating 

because our gaze is the gaze of the sovereign logos.  

3.2. The Laughter of Western Language: Keeping Animals in Captivity 

Nekeisha Alexis explains that there are “conscious omnivores [who] see farmed animals as unique 

individuals with distinct personalities, desires, and needs, and condemn standard flesh-food production 

for its abuses” (2019, 49). In this section, I would like to focus on a different but related kind of 

‘consciousness,’ that is, the ‘consciousness’ of subjects who undertake animal research but who do not 

see animals as mere objects of research but also as having feelings, emotions, awareness, and so on. 

My main aim consists in exploring more thoroughly how the present absent referent conceals violence 

against other animals and further developing Chapter Two’s contention that Western language plays a 

decisive role in producing pleasure when humans witness violence and/or are violent against those 

who are subjugated.   

More concretely, I will study Frans de Waal’s research on capuchins because he has a 

representationalist understanding of language, and one of this thesis most important contributions is 

that thinking of language only in representationalist terms masks violence against animals.15 Hence, I 

will first deconstruct de Waal’s understanding of language and then examine a TED Talk delivered by 

                                                           
14 See Chapters Four to Six. 
15 Note that as we saw in the introductory chapter, de Waal’s understanding of language is the dominant one, and therefore 
a structural rather than anecdotal problem. 
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de Waal himself. I am interested in deconstructing the latter because the audience has the chance to 

see actual capuchins held in captivity and responds by laughing at this incident – an exemplary case of 

the present absent referent. Further, de Waal’s discourse will illustrate perfectly how the force of 

Western language can act through our subjectivities. 

As de Waal is based in the US and undertakes his research there, it seems necessary to give first an 

overview of that context in relation to animals in captivity. First, hundreds of millions of land animals 

are held captive and killed in factory farms monthly in the US (USDA 2019, 2020a), and hundreds of 

millions of fishes are held captive in aquaculture facilities in the US and worldwide (Mood 2010; NMFS 

2021). Second, “hundreds of thousands of animals are kept in laboratories; thousands are in zoos and 

aquaria; [and] millions of ‘pets’ are captive in our homes” (Gruen 2014, 1). Third, as Gruen rightly 

explains, many of the institutions where humans and animals are held captive remain invisible. Most 

people do not usually think about what goes on in ordinary prisons, prisons “remain somewhat 

anonymous structures and what goes on inside them is very rarely contemplated” (ibid., 1). In the case 

of animals, governments in North America have increasingly shielded the public from uncovering what 

goes on inside factory farming facilities, as recent ag-gag laws in Canada perfectly exemplify (Lazaro 

2020). While this is concerning, I am more interested in forms of captivity and violence that are visible 

to humans, open to the public eye, and yet, perhaps, as invisible as the violence occurring in spaces 

such as factory farms, aquaculture facilities, and prisons for humans.  

Let us turn now to de Waal’s understanding of language. He says:  

Since we routinely express ideas and feelings in language, we may be forgiven for assigning a role to it, but isn’t 

it remarkable how often we struggle to find our words? It’s not that we don’t know what we thought or 

felt, but we just can’t put our verbal finger on it. This would of course be wholly unnecessary if thoughts 

and feelings were linguistic products to begin with. In that case, we’d expect a waterfall of words! It is 

now widely accepted that, even though language assists human thinking by providing categories and concepts, it is not 

the stuff of thought. We don’t actually need language in order to think. The Swiss pioneer of cognitive 

development, Jean Piaget, most certainly was not ready to deny thought to preverbal children, which is 

why he declared cognition to be independent of language. With animals, the situation is similar. As the 
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chief architect of the modern concept of mind, the American philosopher Jerry Fodor, put it: ‘The 

obvious (and I should have thought sufficient) refutation of the claim that natural languages are the 

medium of thought is that there are non-verbal organisms that think’ [my emphasis] (de Waal 2016, 89). 

Let us consider de Waal’s assertions: [1] ‘we routinely express ideas and feelings in language.’ This 

common-sense statement assumes that language, ideas and feelings are separated from each other, and 

that language is speech, which means that there is language on the one hand, and ideas and feelings 

expressed via language on the other, i.e., language is representational, it represents feelings and ideas in 

different codes and physical forms (by means of sounds, graphically, etc.). In other words, ideas and 

feelings exist, for de Waal, outside language insofar as they can be expressed via language. It has 

become apparent, however, that humans come into being in language, and this determines how we 

sense, act, feel, and more generally, exist. To be clear, this is not to say that our language is not 

representationalist, it certainly is, the problem is to think of language solely in those terms, as de Waal 

does; [2] ‘even though language assists human thinking by providing categories and concepts, it is not 

the stuff of thought. We don’t actually need language in order to think.’ De Waal separates in this case 

concepts and categories from thinking. But concepts are not (or not only) ideas encapsulated in words: 

the world, as we saw in Chapter Two, comes into being as world within concepts and their gravitational 

fields. The point is that language does not merely assist human thinking by providing categories and 

concepts, as de Waal asserts. Human thinking comes into existence within a language that is unavoidably 

conceptual.16 To explain through an example: when a child starts to perceive colours as colours, entities 

as entities, and the world as world, the child is already starting to be initiated in language, that is, for 

the purposes of this chapter, Western language. What is more, in light of Saussure and Derrida’s work, 

a child will start to see meat as food, when fish, milk, and vegetables start to be seen as such (this does 

not require to be able to verbalise anything, just to be fallen into language as a conceptual force: 

language is much more than words);17 and [3] closely related to the previous claims, when de Waal 

refers to Piaget and Fodor, and he dissociates thinking from what is ‘pre-verbal’ and ‘non-verbal,’ he 

                                                           
16 “Within” should be read here as merging language with human thinking, rather than as one being inside the other. 
17 See Chapter Two. 
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can only do so because de Waal misses language’s 

conceptual force, and language as conceptual force, and 

privileges a representational understanding of language that 

prizes speech (Derrida 1993, 187; Derrida 1967/2016, 11-

12). Understanding language only as de Waal does is a 

problem because it disallows de Waal from deconstructing 

his own positionality and masks how language in itself produces actual violence against animals. In 

order to further substantiate the latter claim, let us now turn to the case study on de Waal and his 

research team studying capuchins in their laboratory.  

In a TED talk de Waal explains the findings of his 

research (2013). Among other things, de Waal and his 

research team designed a task in which two capuchins, who 

were located in two adjacent transparent cages, had to give 

a rock to the researchers (Image 2). De Waal plays a video 

in the lecture in which one can see that if the capuchins 

perform the task correctly they are given a treat. One of the 

capuchins receives a piece of cucumber when s/he gives the 

rock to the researcher, and the other one a grape. As this is 

done repeatedly and capuchins usually like grapes much 

more than cucumber, the idea is to study whether the 

capuchins identify the unfairness of the situation: they are 

both doing the same task but receiving qualitatively 

different treats. De Waal suggests that capuchins can 

identify this unfair treatment because, as the video shows, 

the capuchin who was treated unfairly throws the cucumber 

back to the researcher (Image 3). When this happens, the 

audience laughs. As the capuchin visibly moves her/his arm 

Image 2: One of the capuchins giving a rock 
to the researcher – de Waal 2013, 13:45. 

 

Image 3: Capuchin throwing the 

cucumber to the researcher (de Waal 

2013, 14:13) 

Image 4: Capuchin attempting to reach for 

the grapes (de Waal 2013, 14:15) 

Image 5: Capuchin resisting and trying to 

escape from her/his cage (de Waal 2013, 

14:33) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=meiU6TxysCg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=meiU6TxysCg
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to reach for the grapes the laughter continues (Image 4). Next, the researcher performs the same 

actions: she asks for a rock to the capuchin who had previously received a grape, and the capuchin 

performs the task correctly receiving, therefore, a grape. Next, she asks the capuchin who received a 

piece of cucumber for a rock, and the capuchin – as de Waal describes it – “tests the rock on the wall 

and gives the rock to us [the researchers] and she gets cucumber again.” The audience laughs once 

more, as the capuchin notices that s/he has received cucumber and s/he responds by attempting to 

break through the plastic cage (Image 5) – throughout the scene the audience laughs continuously. 

Once the video played by de Waal finishes, the camera focuses on de Waal who says amicably: “this is 

basically the wall street protest you see here” (2013, 14:43). The audience bursts into laughter again 

and the camera shows some members of the audience laughing, and turns to de Waal smiling back. He 

then proceeds to explain that the video became quite famous and many were not happy with it because 

fairness is a complex issue that philosophers, anthropologists, and others thought capuchins could not 

really perform.  

What I want to analyse from this case is not whether capuchins are moral beings, but the audience’s 

response to the imprisonment of the capuchins and de Waal’s narration. First, it is worth considering 

why the audience attended this event. Presumably many people attended it in the name of knowledge.18 

As de Waal is a researcher and TED talks aim at spreading ideas – their slogan –, we can assume that 

there was an aura in the room related to the pursuit of knowledge and truth. But what truth was being 

narrated? What truth was de Waal telling and showing? And perhaps more importantly, from what 

vantage point did de Waal narrate this truth?  

It seems clear that “truth” was being narrated and constructed by de Waal from a position of 

“domination [that] naturalise[s] a prevailing order of authority (sovereignty)” (Wadiwel in Wadiwel and 

Taylor 2016, 84). The evidence seems irrefutable: capuchins are beings who can establish friendships, 

have emotional lives and preferences, and are agents who have an interest in authoring their own lives, 

as de Waal himself acknowledges throughout his work (de Waal 2006, 2016).19 Yet, the capuchins in 

                                                           
18 For a critique on the assumption in primatology that “knowing more” is “inherently good” see Malone et al. 2010, 780. 
19 See Chapters Five and Six. 
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the video were forced to be in cages for experimental purposes.  In what follows, I want to demonstrate 

that the Western conceptuality that constitutes de Waal and the audience makes them assume that they 

are sovereign over animals and that this played an important role in making them laugh and experience 

pleasure when they saw the capuchins’ actions inside the cages.   

In the last section of the previous chapter, I examined some passages from Derrida’s The Beast and 

the Sovereign V1 in which it became apparent that researchers are Sun Kings. I talked of Sun King 

researchers because humans pursue knowledge and strive to reach ‘the truth’ through, and within, the 

light of the logos (read: reason/language). What many researchers do not realise, including de Waal 

(consider his understanding of language as mere communication/a tool), is that the gathering ability 

of the logos is constantly homogenising reality, constituting our-selves through polar concepts that 

lead us to see and exist within and through conceptual forces that purify reality: capuchins appear as the 

capuchin. When the audience and de Waal witness the capuchin throwing cucumber from a cage, they 

laugh. To insist, the forces of the human/animal distinction, the sovereign subject/object, 

reason/unreason, and so on are not mere concepts located somewhere in our heads, they constitute 

who we are, and what we feel: the happiness and “fun” of seeing capuchins in cages.  

When de Waal and the audience see the capuchins in cages, they do not see imprisonment, the 

deprivation of an-other’s liberty, and violence. Paradoxically, where one might have expected the 

capuchins not to respond to unfair treatment – they are animals after all – it is the audience and de 

Waal who do not respond to the violence the capuchins are experiencing by being held captive. When 

we read this case through the theory of sovereignty advanced so far, we can appreciate that de Waal 

and members of the audience, as sovereigns, were exercising their right to laughter, stupidity, and 

irresponsibility (Derrida 2008b, 57, 183; Wadiwel 2015, 252-272; Despret 2016, 151). 

So far we have seen how language contributes to masking violence and led de Waal and the 

audience not to respond. Recall, however, that Western language produces at least a second kind of 

violence: ‘the pleasure of violation’ discussed by Nietzsche.20 In this case, the pleasure might not appear 

                                                           
20 See section 2.3.2. 
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so violent at first: it is simply funny, one might think, to see the monkey throw cucumber at the 

researcher and to hear de Waal’s “funny” joke. Notice, however, that while this pleasure is different 

from, say, killing a bull in a bullfighting ring, the pleasure emerges within the subjectivity of the 

sovereign and her/his gaze, and because the members of the audience and de Waal’s subjectivities are 

constitutively ones of sovereignty. The pleasure of de Waal and the audience stems from actions that 

are as invisible as presently innocent “within the guise of civil peaceability” (Wadiwel 2013, 122). The 

violence of holding the capuchins in captivity is not recognised as such, yet the audience and de Waal 

are literally seeing the capuchins being held captive. In truth, the pleasure of seeing the capuchins in 

captivity emanates from witnessing suffering from a position of sovereignty: the capuchin in the video 

cannot escape, s/he resists and shakes the cage but cannot break through, and this deprivation of 

his/her liberty makes the audience laugh: “to witness suffering does one good, to inflict it even more 

so – that is a harsh proposition, but a fundamental one, an old, powerful, human-all-too human 

proposition” (Nietzsche 1887/2008, 48). Crucially, the pleasure experienced by de Waal and the 

audience requires hierarchy and having the “opportunity to experience the uplifting feeling of being 

entitled to despise and mistreat someone as ‘beneath [them]” (ibid., 46). 

Consider the same scenario, that is, de Waal in that same TED talk with the same audience playing 

a video in which adult humans were in transparent plastic cages, grabbing, and shaking the walls like 

the capuchin did. Would the audience have laughed then? Would de Waal have made the same ‘funny’ 

joke? I say “adult” because I think that, were I to have the space, it would be possible to show similar 

oppressive practices against children that also cause laughter. Anthropocentrism seems to structure the 

scene and the experience of all: audience, de Waal, and the imprisoned capuchins.  

Finally, the reader might wish to consider that the way language produces our subjectivities is 

differential, and so different members of the audience probably laughed for different reasons. A given 

member of the audience might laugh because s/he does not render the capuchins in the cages as 

subjects of violence, another person might be influenced by the rest of the audience and simply laugh 

because others laugh – here, as well, language’s gaze contributes to depriving us of seeing another as 

another –, someone else might simply enjoy the experience ‘de faire le mal pour le plaisire de la faire’” 
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(1887/2010, 46), i.e., “of doing evil for the pleasure of it.”21 Alternatively, a member of the audience 

might laugh because s/he finds the capuchins endearing, like young children who might similarly get 

angry. Seeing nonhuman adult animals as children also flows from the paradigmatic human person 

because the human is an independent-adult individual who is autonomous and rational. By contrast, 

children and animals (the animal) are often seen as beings who are deprived of those capacities and can 

be regarded as funny because they do not act like adult-rational humans do. The point is that Western 

language’s gaze produces a myriad of subjectivities and affective responses that mask violence in a 

variety of ways. 

Importantly, and as the title of this section reveals, I do not think that one should read the previous 

paragraphs as meaning that de Waal and the members of the audience chose to laugh. I would rather 

put the stress on Western language being the one that was laughing. Neither de Waal nor the members 

of the audience decided to come into being in our historically situated Western conceptuality. They 

were all born into a Western language that produces the present absent referent.  

In short, and as paradoxical as it might seem, we see here the two forms of violence produced by 

Western language and identified in the previous chapter: de Waal and the audience saw the capuchins 

and simultaneously did not see them. They laughed at the capuchin’s action when s/he threw the 

cucumber, but they did not truly see who s/he was, and they did not truly see either that the capuchin 

was imprisoned. The reason is that the sovereign does not only have the right not to respond (Derrida 

2008b, 57), the sovereign is subjectively structured not to respond. Importantly, the audience and de 

Waal also saw the capuchin as the kind of being who can be subjugated. It is precisely because the 

capuchin can respond by throwing the cucumber back at the researcher and resisting her/his 

imprisonment by trying to break through the cage that the audience and de Waal laughed. What is 

important to understand is that in those instances there was a two-fold process occurring 

simultaneously: on the one hand, language was depriving humans from literally seeing the real capuchin 

as a being who is vulnerable to being confined and imprisoned, and turned the real capuchin into the 

                                                           
21 Translator’s (Douglas Smith) note in Nietzsche 1887/2008, 146. 
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capuchin, the animal, the one who is not like us humans; on the other hand, de Waal and the audience, 

as sovereign subjects, recognised that the capuchin can resist, be frustrated, and deprived of her/his 

liberty. It is this latter form of violence that produced the laughter: the pleasure of violation.  

3.3. The Law of Anthropocentrism (read: the law of Western language) 

This section will further our understanding of how Western language produces violence against other 

animals. While in previous sections my arguments have operated mainly at the level of subjectivity, 

now the focus will be on the institution of the law. In this section, I provide arguments to support 

Maneesha Deckha’s (2020c) contention that the category of legal personhood is anthropocentric and 

that, for this reason, it would be strategically more sound for the animal rights movement to advocate 

for a new legal status for animals, that is, a status other than legal personhood and property.   

I delimit this section’s discussion and intervention to the common law. However, the insights below 

could be extrapolated to most jurisdictions. The reason is that the categories of legal personhood and 

property are quite similar when it comes to defining who are legal subjects and who/what is an object 

of property rights in other than the common law jurisdictions.  

In common law countries entities have the legal status of persons or property. Humans and some 

entities like corporations, idols, and rivers are legal persons (Wise 2002, 28-33). By contrast, 

domesticated animals have property status, and wild animals can be reduced to property when they are 

captured or killed on a landowner’s land (Blackstone 1766/2016, 390-391).22 Animals’ property status 

is a problem because their status entails that it is lawful for humans, as property rights’ holders, to “sell 

their animals, consume or kill them, use them as collateral . . . and exclude others from interfering with 

an owner’s exercise of dominion and control over them” (Francione 1995, 24). Given that the property 

status of animals leaves animals in a position of extreme vulnerability to human harms, many authors 

have argued that animals should be granted legal personhood because animals: are intelligent, social 

and have emotional lives (Cavalieri and Singer, 1993, 1), are sentient (Francione 1995), have practical 

                                                           
22 For an extensive discussion and critique of animals’ property status, see Francione 1995, 24-25, 35-36; Wise 1999, 23-35; 
and Wadiwel 2015, 147-176. 
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autonomy (Wise 1999, 2002), and are members of communities with capacities such as sociality or self-

awareness (Andrews et al. 2019). 

Many of these authors assume a legalistic understanding of the law, that is, as Ngaire Naffine 

explains, a neutral conception of the law (Naffine 2009, 21). Under this understanding, the “law’s person 

has no natural limits” (ibid., 21). In other words, for the analytic and orthodox legalist “the defining 

attributes of a being – its capacity to think or feel or its sanctity – have no direct bearing on whether it 

has legal personality because the legal person is a construct of law” (ibid., 21). Furthermore, the legal 

categories of personhood and property are at least as old as Roman law. Hence, authors such as Gary 

Francione, Steven Wise, and many others reasonably think that it would be much more feasible to 

recognise animals’ rights through the existent category of legal personhood than through a new legal 

category.  

Deckha has recently argued that this reasoning is mistaken because the dominant understanding of 

the law remains rationalist. This means that “who qualifies as a legal person privileges the intelligent 

human agent who can make decisions as well as accept accountability” (Deckha 2020c, 87). The 

defining characteristics of the legal person have traditionally been independence, autonomy, rationality, 

and intelligence (ibid., 88). One should read rationality as meaning language in the linguistic sense. As 

Jessica Eisen succinctly puts it, for some dominant views of constitutionalism, “constitutionalism 

ought to serve a certain kind of necessarily human subject who is able to engage with law through 

language” (Eisen 2017, 924). Further, the Christian account of human sanctity has played a crucial role 

in establishing who is a legal person and has “currency in law’s conception of its person” (Naffine 

2009, 29).  

This is not to say that authors like Francione (1995, 36-38) and Wise (1999, 23-35) are not aware 

of these facts – they themselves have provided historical accounts of why legal personhood is an 

anthropocentric category. However, where Deckha (2020c) looks at current postcolonial literature to 

identify how, in our historically situated present, 23  legal personhood continues to exclude those 

                                                           
23 And the law is not impermeable to history. 
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humans who deviate from the paradigmatic ideal of the human, that is, an independent rational man 

who is white and able-bodied, authors like Francione (1995) and Wise (1999) see legal personhood in 

a more legalistic light. In what follows, I will provide three examples of how the law excludes those 

humans who deviate from the paradigmatic human person and read this legal reality and Deckha’s 

nuanced arguments through the theory of Western conceptuality advanced in this thesis. My aim is to 

provide further arguments that substantiate Deckha’s thesis in order to strengthen my contention that 

Western language is all-pervasive.  

First, current section 25 of the Australian Constitution on ‘provision as to races disqualified from 

voting’ states that:  

If by the law of any State all persons of any race are disqualified from voting at elections for the more 

numerous House of the Parliament of the State, then . . . persons of that race resident in that State shall 

not be counted. 

This means, as Elisa Arcioni has argued, that section 25 enables the racial exclusion of Aboriginal 

people to be “counted as amongst ‘the people’” of Australia (Arcioni 2012, 287). Deckha argues that 

“it is through dehumanization that personhood is lost; discursively and materially, humanization 

becomes a prerequisite for personhood. To be a person, one has to be seen as human” (2020c, 91). It 

is worth asking here: through what eyes does the law see? Is the law truly neutral, or is it the product 

of a colonialism that is constituted by Western conceptuality? We saw in Chapters One and Two that 

the concept of the human is not only a force that structures the subjectivities of humans and Western 

institutions in opposition to the animal, the concept of the human, which is intimately bound to the 

concept of personhood, is historically constituted by conceptual forces such as whiteness and “civility.” 

It should come as no surprise, therefore, that the Constitution of Australia includes a section that 

enables the exclusion of those who are not white and “civil.”  

Importantly, understanding these concepts only in a legalistic sense is a mistake because it is 

humans – legislators, judges, and the population more generally – who decide whether animals should 

be legal persons or not. But the very concept of personhood is intimately bound to the human, that is, 
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an all-pervasive conceptual force that leads Westerners to live, feel, act, judge, and write the law as 

sovereigns over animals, and to oppress those who deviate from the paradigmatic human person: 

neither legislators nor judges are impermeable to the force of Western language.  

Second, and to stay with Australia, section 93 (8) of the Commonwealth Electoral Act (1918) of 

Australia disallows people with cognitive disabilities from voting.24 One might think that the case of 

Australia is an isolated incident, but it is not so. A study from 2012 uncovered that out of 92 

‘democratic’ states investigated, 16 did not place restrictions on the right to vote of people with 

cognitive disabilities, while the remaining 76 states restricted the right to vote in several ways (Beckman 

2014, 225). In other words, 82% of the countries studied discriminated against people with cognitive 

disabilities because they are not like the abled-rational human. People with cognitive disabilities deviate 

from the ideal of the human in that they are not rational like ‘humans’ are ‘meant to be’ and therefore 

they are legally discriminated against because their intellectual abilities are different.25  

Third, in Guantanamo’s detention facility, prisoners have been denied the rights of prisoners of 

war “and hence the protection of all international human rights and laws of war” (Zevnik 2011, 162). 

This means that prisoners at Guantanamo were stripped of their personhood, or at the very least 

regarded as subhuman (Spivak 1988). At the beginning, prisoners at Guantanamo were not meant to 

“talk, move, write, pray, socialise or even make eye contact with the military personnel in the camp” 

(Zevnik 2011, 162). They had to remain still in their open-air cages (ibid., 162). The prisoners were 

regarded by the US government as killers who “did not care about the western way of life, western 

values or the rule of law,” that is to say, the prisoners were “barbarians in a cultural and political sense; 

in medical terms, because of misdiagnosed conditions and mistreatments, they were emotionally and 

psychologically unstable, often even perceived as mad and deranged, and hence detained for their own 

good” (Zevnik 2011, 162). This rhetoric, political-legal treatment, and way of thinking about prisoners 

deprived Guantanamo prisoners of their fundamental legal rights by virtue of being seen, at least in 

part, as uncivilised, irrational barbarians who did not even deserve to speak.   

                                                           
24 For an extensive discussion, see Savery 2015.  
25 For a nuanced discussion on difference and vulnerability, see Taylor 2017, 115, 136.  
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These three examples illustrate that the law strips the legal rights of people with cognitive 

disabilities, Aboriginal peoples, and prisoners at Guantanamo for the same reason: the concept of the 

human structures the law against those deemed “uncivil,” deprived of reason, and “barbarian.” Hence, 

those like the white and rationally abled man are endowed with full legal personality and fundamental 

legal rights like the right to vote. Those who are not human enough can be, partially (people with 

cognitive disabilities and Aboriginal people) or almost totally (e.g., Guantanamo prisoners),26 stripped 

of their fundamental legal rights (Deckha 2020c, 91), and vice versa: “when we want to recognise the 

personhood and human rights of groups today, we humanize them” (ibid., 92).27  

Regarding legal personhood, Deckha critically and acutely asks: “how can animals be legally 

represented through a legal category that has traditionally repelled them and constituted itself against 

them?” (2021, 93). Considering this thesis’ theory of language and sovereignty should lead us to think 

that every time Westerners hear ‘animal personhood’ the conceptual force of the human will speak in 

our ears to think that animals and personhood do not go together. The gravitational force of the human 

will act through us to think that humans (read: persons (legal or otherwise)) are not animals.  The 

theory of Western subjectivity advanced here would lead us to ask: how can animals be legally 

represented through a legal category whose conceptual force impels humans to equate persons with 

humans? In other words, reading the law in legalistic terms is a mistake not only because the category 

of legal personhood remains rationalistic and anthropocentric in our historically situated present, as 

Deckha convincingly argues, but also because the subjectivities of those who would decide whether 

animals are legal persons are structured by a language that impels them to see themselves as sovereign 

humans in opposition to the animal. When Deckha says that “animal and personhood is an oxymoron 

in anthropocentric legal systems” (2020c, 91), I would like to add that animal and personhood is also 

an oxymoron in the eyes of sovereign human subjects who are constituted by a violent Western 

conceptuality that leads Westerners to write a law that excludes: Aboriginal peoples, people with 

cognitive disabilities, “barbarian” prisoners, and animals, among others who deviate from the 

                                                           
26 See generally Zevnik 2011 where she shows that dogs have ‘rights’ like the right to shelter that Guantanamo prisoners 
do not have. 
27 The Great Apes Project being a paradigmatic example.  
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paradigmatic human person. For this reason, I concur with Deckha’s argument that we need a new 

category to recognise the fundamental legal rights of animals. In the last chapter of this thesis I will 

suggest that such a category should be legal animalhood.  

3.4. What Is the Culture of Carnism? 

In this and the previous chapter, it has become apparent that language is not a mere tool of 

communication but an all-pervasive force that forms the subjectivities of humans and a reality hostile 

to animals. One could say that the ubiquitous force of language is closer to the nature of culture than 

to being a tool. The Oxford English Dictionary defines culture as “the customs and beliefs, art, way of life 

and social organization of a particular country or group.” In the course of these first two chapters, we 

have seen that language determines our way of life in that it plays a key role in determining what we 

eat, how we organise ourselves socially (e.g., animals are excluded from the political community), how 

we see and act, and even what we feel.  

We have seen that language produces violence against those who deviate from the paradigmatic 

ideal of the human, that is, a white and rational man who is meant to be able-bodied and “civil.” Among 

other things, I identified that language plays a decisive role: in producing anthropocentrism and 

discriminating against those who deviate from the racial, abled, and gendered (hu)man; in producing 

the false belief that if the walls of abattoirs were made of glass our way of life would change 

dramatically, and ending factory farming would be within reach; in structuring white supremacists’ 

sovereign gaze to see Black people as animalised beings, that is, as subhuman who can be lynched and 

raped;  in constituting the subjectivities of Westerners to see animals and women as consumable beings; 

in disavowing presently real calves and fishes; in keeping capuchins captive and producing laughter 

when capuchins attempt to literally break through their imprisonment; and in constructing the law to 

be anthropocentric and exclude from the political community those who are seen as being less than 

human. I hope that the reader can see now that we are language, and why language is all-pervasive, as 

I claimed at the beginning of Chapter Two.  
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I provide this recapitulation because it seems to me that at this stage it is possible to assert that our 

Western culture is violent against animals: our customs and beliefs, our way of life and forms of social 

organisation are structurally violent against those who deviate from the paradigmatic human person. 

It is a culture that has naturalised the deployment of unimaginable levels of violence against those who 

are seen as subhuman (Wadiwel 2015). What is more, in some cases, that violence entails the literal 

consumption of flesh. The gaze of the sovereign pierces through, among others, animals and women, 

and desires to literally consume and penetrate them (Adams 1990/2015, 34-35).  

Melanie Joy has named Western culture the culture of carnism (2010). She explains that the term 

‘meat eater’ is inaccurate because it implies a behaviour (Joy 2010, 29). The act of eating animals and 

products derived from female bodies such as milk are not, however, mere behaviours. Joy contends 

that people eat animals because it is “the ‘natural’ thing to do, the way things have always been and the 

way things will always be” (ibid., 29). The reason why this is so resides in the “invisible belief system 

[that Joy calls] carnism” (ibid., 29).  

It is important to understand that by carnism Joy is not referring to carnivores or omnivores since 

both of these terms connote a biological predisposition, and in the case of carnivores need, to eat 

certain beings (Joy 2010, 30). What Joy is after through the term carnism is to capture the belief system 

that underlies the naturalisation of eating animals and to make visible a problem that has remained 

concealed. Whilst I think that the term carnism can have an important role to play in identifying the 

dominant culture of violence against animals, people of non-white colour, women, and other 

oppressed groups, it also seems to me that Joy places too much emphasis on choice.  

For Joy, “we eat meat because we choose to” (2010, 29). Joy makes this claim in great part because 

she thinks that concepts operate at the linguistic level and thinks of concepts and words as if they were 

mere tools (2010). This is, however, an important mistake because if we want to build a just political 

system for human and non-human animals in which we can all flourish, we need to understand that 

language determines our feelings, political actions, democracies, and subjectivities. Contrary to Joy, 

and to reiterate, if something has become clear is that in many instances it is language, not humans, 
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the one that decides. This is not to say that we have no say in the matter: the work of many of the 

authors cited in this thesis attest to the fact that we can transform Western conceptuality.28  

However, we cannot lose sight of how ubiquitous the gathering force of the logos and Western 

language are. The culture of carnism is constitutively racist, ableist, anthropocentric, sexist, and 

colonial. In other words, our carnistic reality is experienced within a racial, sexist, ableist, 

anthropocentric, and civilisational ontological and epistemological landscape. 29  The majority of 

humans in the world are born into this culture and reality. For this reason, it is my contention that the 

task of disclosing and deconstructing how carnism is constituted by language and the aforementioned 

oppressions is a necessary open-ended practice that we need to constantly undertake in order to build 

a just and caring ethico-political system in which all animals (including humans) can flourish.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
28 See Heidegger 1927/2008; Lorde 1984/2019;  Adams 1990/2015; Derrida 2008a; Butler 2009; Calarco 2015; Gruen 
2015; Wadiwel 2015; MacKinnon 2016; Deckha 2020c. 
29 I am mirroring here Aph Ko’s eloquent grammar when she says: “white supremacy is composed of anti-animal sentiments 
. . . [Hence,] in order to take down this ideology, our activism must include a robust analysis of animals within the racial 
landscape” (Ko 2019a, 95). 
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An Ecofeminist Transition: 

From Sovereignty to Animality 
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4 

- 

Claiming CoAnimal: With Haraway and Beyond  
 

 

When we lose someone, we do not always know what it is in that person 

that has been lost. So when one loses, one is also faced with something 

enigmatic: something is hiding in the loss, something is lost within the 

recesses of loss. If mourning involves knowing what one has lost (and 

melancholia originally meant, to a certain extent, not knowing), then 

mourning would be maintained by its enigmatic dimension, by the 

experience of not knowing incited by losing what we cannot fully fathom. 

Judith Butler 

 

 

 

So far I have focused on understanding how Western language produces violence against those who 

deviate from the paradigmatic human person because this thesis is committed to the pursuit of justice 

and the reduction of (hu)man violence against those who have traditionally been oppressed. The 

second part of this thesis is driven by the same normative commitment but it has a different aim insofar 

as it seeks to disclose and affirm some of the shared ontological and ethico-political conditions that 

exist between humans and animals, explore what constitutes the political from animals, and broaden 

our imagination in relation to what is politically feasible. In other words, flourishing rather than the 

reduction of violence will take centre stage. Before undertaking such a task, however, especially given 

the emphasis on an understanding a dimension of Westerners’ existence in Part One, it seems necessary 

to attune ourselves first to our animality. To that end, I will examine some of the key insights put forth 

by Donna J. Haraway.  
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To be more concrete, this chapter has three aims: to serve as a transition from Part One to Part 

Two by orienting ourselves towards our own animality; provide an ecofeminist vegan ethico-politics – 

this is important because Part Two will be co-written and co-authored by animals themselves and 

framed by the ecofeminist and vegan ethico-politics grounded here; and go beyond the limitations of 

anthropocentric and sovereign thinking.  

Haraway’s case will be particularly helpful for the purposes of this chapter for two reasons. First, I 

wish to provide a deconstructive vegan ethico-politics and Haraway’s thinking remains constrained by 

an anthropocentric logic of sovereignty. In this respect, Haraway will enable me to show what one can 

overlook when one’s thinking is dominated by Western language and human sovereignty. Secondly, 

Haraway provides crucial insights for the ecofeminist vegan ethico-politics I wish to articulate 

regarding the unavoidable violence that living entails, how human and non-human animals are co-

constituted entangled agents, and the fact that we are embodied vulnerable beings, among other things. 

While Haraway is the perfect bridge between the two theoretical cores of this thesis – her thinking 

operates within the logic of human sovereignty while providing important ethico-political insights for 

human-animal relationships and animal politics –, the limitations of her work will require drawing on 

ecofeminist veganism and critical animal studies scholarship to provide the kind of responsive ethic 

and politics of care towards the more-than-human world I wish to theorise in this chapter.  

4.1. Framing 

In 1976, Carol J. Adams interviewed several ecofeminist women from the Cambridge-Boston 

community. Some fragments of the interviews were published in Adams’ ‘Ecofeminism and the Eating 

of Animals’ (1991). One of the interviewees said that “by eating meat you are exploiting earth and to 

be a feminist means not to accept the ethics of exploitation” (Adams 1991, 129). From its inception, 

some ecofeminist scholars have argued that being a feminist entails being a contextual vegan (Curtin, 

1991, 68-71). To provide a few reasons: Deane Curtin has argued that an ethic of care necessarily 

entails eliminating the suffering humans inflict on animals when, for instance, humans breed animals 

for food consumption provided that a plant-based diet is available (1991, 70). In this context, Curtin 
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asserts: “an ecofeminist perspective emphasizes that one’s body is oneself, and that by inflicting 

violence needlessly, one’s bodily self becomes a context for violence” (ibid., 70); Lori Gruen contends 

that non-human animals exist alongside humans in an entangled web of affective relationships, and 

that these relationships have such ethical weight that they should not to be broken by keeping animals 

captive (Gruen 2014b) or killing animals for food consumption in parts of the world where a plant-

based diet is accessible (Gruen 2014a, 132). Sunaura Taylor has argued that domesticated animals 

should not be slaughtered because they are dependently vulnerable, which “can create opportunities 

for coercion, but it also holds the potential for new ways of being, supporting, and communicating . . 

.” Taylor demonstrates that “to do right by these animals now means respecting their dependence, 

their interdependence, and indeed their naturalness as beings who have just as much of a right to live 

out their lives on this planet as we do” (Taylor 2017, 217-218).  

I want to make explicit upfront that as helpful as Haraway’s work might be for building a vegan 

ethico-politics, she has opposed the view that being a feminist entails being a contextual vegan 

(Franklin and Haraway 2017, 56), and has supported actions such as producing mice with cancer for 

experimental purposes (1997) or killing animals for “annual departmental feasts” (Haraway 2008, 297). 

Vegan ecofeminist and critical animal studies scholars have criticised Haraway’s ethico-politics for 

various reasons. For instance, Stephanie Jenkins has shown that Haraway does not differentiate 

between “differences in degree, kind and intent of killing, which are ethically relevant; the killings for 

which a vegan is responsible differ significantly from those that an omnivore enacts” (Jenkins 2012, 

507).1 Gruen has argued that Haraway’s stance in relation to eating animals is anthropocentric because 

                                                           
1 To explain further the three aspects Jenkins discusses: [1] degree, a vegan contributes to kill less animals; [2] kind, the 
lives animals lead in factory farms before slaughter is different in kind compared to the lives of animals “caught in farm 
machinery. Although a vegan may not be able to extricate him or herself from the accidental killing of rodents, insects, or 
others by machinery in some agricultural practices, these are not the same kinds of horrifying deaths that animals in factory 
farms and slaughterhouses experience” (Jenkins 2012, 207); and [3] intent, while many vegans do their best to limit the 
violence they unavoidably inflict on other beings, when an omnivore eats a burger, Jenkins asserts, that person “wills the 
death of the cow whose flesh made the burger possible” (ibid., 207). While I side with Jenkins on the first two points, I 
have a different stance in relation to intent. As argued in previous chapters, it is unclear to me to what extent some 
omnivores will the death of another animal. The subjectivities of Westerners (including omnivores) are constituted by a 
violent Western conceptuality that disallows Westerners from being attentive to other animals. It might be interesting to 
ask: to what extent is an omnivore, including Haraway, gripped by our dominant and violent Western conceptuality, 
language, culture of sexism (Adams 1991/2015, Joy 2010) and capitalist system? And, in this context, to what extent does 
an omnivore “decide” to participate in the killing of another animal? It would seem that Jenkins’ critique towards Haraway 
in relation to intent, and omnivores more generally, undermines how much humans’ decision-making processes are framed 
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Haraway  would not support activities such as eating a pig for a departmental gathering (Haraway 2008, 

297) if the being on the table was a human one (Gruen 2014a, 132). Similarly, Matthew Calarco has 

recently said that abolishing practices like eating meat does not mean that those animals would 

“become mere museum pieces (as Haraway often suggests) . . . acquiescing to that conclusion, [Calarco 

contends], can only stem from a failure of imagination and from a lack of belief in the potential of 

animal life to assume other forms” (Calarco 2022a).2  

On the other hand, several feminist authors have drawn on Haraway’s theory. To give a few 

examples, Alexandra Koelle shows that Haraway’s understanding of companion species is helpful in 

illuminating that human-animal interactions determine the subjectivities of the beings entangled in the 

interactions (Koelle 2012, 653). Donovan O. Schaefer uses Haraway’s insights to stress that the point 

of departure of ethics should not be the illusory ideal of an autonomous independent actor but rather 

attentiveness to alterity, difference, and the body (Schaefer 2014, 378-379). Sarah McHugh (2012, 628-

630) shows that Haraway’s work is important in weaving queer and animal theory through the oral 

intercourse between Cayenne – Haraway’s dog companion – and Haraway herself, which, McHugh 

contends, ruptures calculative thinking and logics of sameness and, instead, opens through 

“non/human conversation” (2012, 630) “the coming into being of something unexpected” (Haraway 

2008, 223). More generally, ecofeminist and critical animal studies vegan scholars have also drawn on 

Harwaway’s work regarding human-animal entanglements, communication, and the deconstruction of 

the human-animal divide.3  

I give the previous overview, because it evinces that the two sides this chapter seeks to discuss are 

present in Haraway’s corpus. Haraway’s work is both limited by anthropocentrism and at the same 

time provides important inputs for animal ethics and politics. In what follows, I first show why 

Haraway holds a position of human sovereignty over animals (Wadiwel 2015), and demonstrate how 

this constrains her ethics by deconstructing the case of PigeonBlog, a violent art project between 

                                                           
by Western language, carnism, capitalism, and so on. In my view, Jenkins puts too much weight on individuals (perhaps 
tainted by the idea of autonomous rational agents?) making an ethical judgement, which does not exempt those same 
individuals from being responsible for their actions.   
2 See Haraway and Williams 2010, 160-162.  
3 See, for example, Weil 2012 18-19; Gruen 2014a, 132-135; Meijer 2019b, 217-218; Calarco 2020, 30-31. 
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humans and pigeons that Haraway endorses in Staying with the Trouble (2016). This first step is important 

because I will then move beyond the limits of Haraway’s thinking. Next, I examine the ways in which 

Haraway’s theory can attune us to our animality, help us to lead just lives with other animals and to 

build an ecofeminist vegan ethico-politics. I do this by studying Haraway’s contributions regarding: [1] 

the entanglements and embodied vulnerabilities that constitute human and non-human animals; [2] 

animals’ agencies and the importance of curiosity and respect for leading just lives with other animals; 

[3] the ethical and zoodemocratic relevance of otherness, difference, and vulnerability at multiple 

scales: subject, community/herd, species, and cross-species (e.g., there are shared vulnerabilities 

between beings who are pregnant regardless of the species they belong to); and [4] the unavoidable 

violence that human existence entails. In line with the previous four points, I coin the word “coanimal” 

and claim our coanimality as an ethico-ontologico-political act that seeks to contribute to the political 

task of “creating a way of life that no longer rotates around the human” (Calarco 2015, 65).   The 

chapter closes by advocating for a non-anthropocentric coanimal and vegan ontology and ethico-

politics that aspires to overcome human sovereignty over animals. This ecofeminist coanimality and 

veganism will orient the zoodemocratic investigation undertaken in Part Two. 

4.2. Haraway’s Sovereignty Over Pigeons: The Case of PigeonBlog 

Given that I intend to go beyond the anthropocentric limits of Haraway’s corpus, it is necessary to 

understand first why her thinking is limited. The case of PigeonBlog, an art project initiated by Beatriz 

Da Costa and discussed by Haraway in Staying with the Trouble (2016, 20-29), illustrates perfectly why 

Haraway’s work is constrained. Let me begin with this case then.  

PigeonBlog consisted in letting racing pigeons fly with ‘backpacks’ attached to them that could 

detect the level of pollution through a pollution sensor, locating the pigeons through a GPS, and 

mapping levels of pollution on Google Maps (Haraway 2016, 22). A picture of the project:4 

 

                                                           
4 Photograph by Deborah Forster, retrieved from the blog This and That and More of the Same – the same picture appears in 
Haraway 2016, 23. 
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According to Da Costa, the project’s purpose was “to collect and distribute information about air 

quality conditions to the general public” and foster collaborative relationships between humans and 

pigeons (Da Costa 2008, 377). In this manner, PigeonBlog attempted to change people’s tendency to 

perceive pigeons as “flying rats,” and open a discussion “about possible new forms of cohabitation” 

(ibid., 378). Haraway endorses Da Costa’s project by: thinking of pigeons as being “invited to join” the 

project; describing the project as seeking to “join savvy, inexpensive, do-it-yourself electronics with 

citizen science and interspecies coproduced art and knowledge ‘in the pursuit of resistant action;’” and 

regarding the project as a “collaboration in . . . multispecies art in action for mundane worlds in need 

of—and capable of—recuperation across consequential differences” (Haraway 2016, 21).  

At the beginning of Haraway’s story about PigeonBlog she says that one could look at this project’s 

story through the lens of “human brutality toward pigeons” (Haraway 2016, 20). Haraway decides not 

to mention anything else beyond those four words regarding the violence the pigeons might 

experience.5 This decision is symptomatic of Haraway assuming a position of sovereignty over animals 

because the sovereign “has the right not to respond, [s/he] has the right to the silence of that 

                                                           
5 See Haraway 2016, 20-29. It is worth noting that it is a tendency in Haraway’s work to understate the violence animals 
experience due to humans’ actions, see Wadiwel 2015, fn. 38 at 212-213. 
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dissymmetry. [S/he] has the right to a certain irresponsibility” (Derrida 2008b, 57). Haraway, as 

sovereign, decides not to respond, and instead focuses on praising PigeonBlog as a collaborative art 

project between humans and pigeons, the relations of companionship that emerge through this project, 

how pigeons and humans co-shape each other, and similar tropes.6 

Unsurprisingly, Haraway does not pay attention to the pigeons’ will, and to whether they want to 

participate in this project and be grabbed. However, she does value animals’ agency (e.g., 2003/2016, 

141). The problem is that when one holds animals in regard from a position of sovereignty, ethico-

political dimensions such as agency are undermined by the impossibility of tempering the sovereign’s 

powers. As Wadiwel argues: we humans, as sovereigns, “have the freedom to provide forms of limited 

consideration [to those subjugated] that do not temper our dominion right” (2015, 22). The last words 

being crucial in this case, the sovereign – Da Costa as initiator of the project, and Haraway as an actor 

in reproducing the established order’s epistemological/conceptual paradigm – can consider and 

ponder ethical considerations but only insofar as their dominion right is not tempered. Regarding 

pigeons as self-determining agents (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2015, 64; Blattner et al. 2020) would 

certainly temper the sovereign’s right to decide over animals’ lives, and Da Costa’s project would have 

not been realised, at least not in the anthropocentric unilateral terms it was constructed.  

Haraway also makes clear throughout her work that she values animals as different others (e.g., 

Haraway 2008, 90). Yet, again, she fails to be ethically attentive to the pigeons’ otherness, which would 

have entailed experiencing some sort of feeling of ethical perplexity when confronted with an image 

like the one above. We should feel at least troubled: what are we doing to these real beings while we 

grab them? Are they experiencing anxiety, fear? Are these pigeons going through some sort of negative 

experience that escapes our understanding? What are we doing?! Despite Haraway’s insistence on 

otherness, difference, and respect in her work as a whole, she does not even mention the possibility 

that any of these features of the pigeons might have been violated when they were grabbed by humans 

(Haraway 2016, 20-29). 

                                                           
6 Another paradigmatic example of Haraway’s sovereign tropes is the notion of ‘the contact’ zone and her silence regarding 
violence when it comes to human-animal interactions. For a nuanced discussion of this matter, see Wadiwel 2018, 532-541.  
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As happened with de Waal, Haraway reproduces the logic of sovereignty because she is not 

attentive enough to how the sovereign force of Western language pervades projects like PigeonBlog 

and constitutes her subjectivity. This is especially apparent in her use of the term “contact zone.” I 

want to pay especial attention to the contact zone because in the remainder of this thesis I will analyse 

several case studies in which human and non-human animals interact. In the context of playing agility 

games with Cayenne, Haraway’s dog-companion, Haraway endorses Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of 

the contact zone, which reads as follows: “a ‘contact’ perspective emphasizes how subjects get 

constituted in and by their relations to each other. It treats the relations among colonizers and 

colonized, or travelers and ‘travelees’ . . . in terms of co-presence, interaction, interlocking 

understandings and practices, and often within radically asymmetrical relations of power” (quoted in 

Haraway 2008, 216) – PigeonBlog appears to be exemplary in this respect for Haraway. Pratt’s 

understanding of the contact zone also captures, however, the “social spaces where cultures meet . . . 

in contexts of . . . slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world today” 

(1992, 34). The latter discourse of slavery, like the discourse of violence (Wadiwel 2015 fn. 38 in 212-

213) is avoided by Haraway (2008, 205-246).  

Wadiwel is critical of the contact zone because it masks violence (2018, 540). For this reason, he 

proposes to talk of “conflict zone” instead (2018, 532-541). I want to endorse this proposal and suggest 

that the term “contact zone” acts against animals and masks violence by reinforcing the Western 

conceptuality within which Westerners exist. To explain, Haraway surrounds the contact zone by the 

notions of colonialism, ‘asymmetrical power relations’ (2008, 216), and ‘unequal power’ (ibid., 218) but 

these are clearly overshadowed by a whole constellation of innocent terminology: ‘relations,’ ‘co-

presence,’ ‘interaction,’ ‘interlocking understandings and practices,’ (ibid., 216) ‘subject-shaping,’ 

‘cross-species invention,’ (ibid., 205) ‘becoming together,’ ‘entanglements,’ ‘partners-in-the-making,’ 

(ibid., 208) and ‘interesting encounters’ (ibid., 217) among others.7 Further, the very term “contact 

zone” sanitizes the relationships of domination that humans force animals to live and experience, in 

                                                           
7 See 205-246. 
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this case, the grabbing of pigeons. This happens because, as we have seen, the force of concepts purifies 

and homogenises our Western existence – that Haraway surrounds the contact zone with innocent 

terminology does not occur by chance –, which is not to say that Haraway intends to mask violence 

by articulating the contact zone. I do not think this is her purpose.  

The point is rather that our Western existence (including Haraway’s) occurs within Western 

language, and Western language impels us not to think and exist as animals but rather as the human in 

opposition to the animal. This leads us to propose notions such as the contact zone: an innocent space 

that connotes contact without violence and drives us to live, feel, and exist in that space. In other 

words, Western language’s eyes do not only act as a metaphysical veil that requires deconstruction 

(Derrida 1967/2016, 14-15), the eyes of Western language are also, and importantly, world-forming. 

For this reason, we need to deconstruct and offer terminology that allows us to identify what language 

does: the conflict zone and the discourse proposed in this thesis (Western language, the force of 

concepts) attempt to do that.8  

4.3. Learning with Haraway and Beyond  

In short, and in spite of what Haraway and some authors say (Haraway 2008, 77; Lipschitz 2012, 562), 

Haraway’s work operates within the hierarchically anthropocentric sovereign conceptuality discussed in 

previous chapters.9 Once Haraway’s limitations have been drawn, I want to turn towards the discourse 

Haraway has constructed and her work more generally, as it will be helpful in attuning our-selves to 

our animality: one of the central tasks of this chapter.   

                                                           
8 See also Wadiwel 2015, 202-220. 
9 The case of PigeonBlog is not an anecdote. Haraway has also supported other violent practices against animals and has 
been extensively criticised by ecofeminists, critical theorists and continental philosophers. To name a few violent practices 
against animals endorsed by Haraway, and several critiques: [1] experimenting with mice bred to have cancer (Haraway 
1997) – for a critique see Weisberg 2009, 25-33; and Donovan 2014, 109-111; [2] a fictional experiment in which guinea 
pigs “during their working hours . . . were held in tight little baskets while wire cages filled with biting flies were placed 
over them . . . The flies gorged themselves on the guinea pigs’ blood” (Haraway 2008, 69) – for a critique see Weisberg 
2009, 39-40; and [3] hunting by a religious studies scholar for “annual departmental feasts” (Haraway 2008, 296-297) – for 
a critique see Gruen 2014a, 131-132. For further critiques, see also Wadiwel 2015, 202-222, 2018, 532-541; and Calarco 
2022a. 
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4.3.1. Embodied entanglements 

Perhaps the most salient tropes of Haraway are those of entanglement and companionship. Like 

ecofeminist vegan scholarship, Haraway’s position opposes traditional approaches to animal ethics, 

often associated with Peter Singer and Tom Regan, which usually regard individuals and individuals’ 

properties as the locus of value (Singer 1975/2009; Regan 1983). This is a problem because such 

theories undermine the value that is inherent in living beings’ bonds and entangled existences (Slicer 

1991, 111-112; Gruen 2015, 15-26).10 My first target consists precisely in drawing attention to what 

such bonds and entanglements entail, and showing that they are valuable. 

Haraway’s work prompts us to live real entanglements, and makes us attentive to the fact that “to 

be one is always to become with many” (2008, 8). This spirit is best captured in Haraway’s term 

companion species, that is, “cum panis, with bread, at table together – not ‘posthuman’ but ‘com-post’” 

(Haraway 2016, 11). Our composted existence involves putting the emphasis on humus rather than homo 

when thinking of humans, that is, directing our attention “into the soil, into the multispecies, biotic 

and abiotic working of the Earth, the earthly ones, those who are in and of the Earth, and for the 

Earth” (Franklin and Haraway 2017, 50). The ontological stress is in our being and becoming “with 

each other, as in compost. We are truly with” (ibid., 50). We are transformed together at different 

levels: from the macroorganisms with which we share our socius to the microorganisms we coexist with 

in our bodily lives. What is important to understand from these last lines is that relationships and 

entanglements do not merely occur between independent individuals who decide, as isolated 

individuals, to forge relationships. Our humanimal existence is always already entangled, that is to say 

that from birth humans and animals are subjectively co-constituted by relationships, and then, from 

those entanglements and relationships individuality emerges. This means that “relationships . . . define 

not just the interactions between humans and animals, but determine the shape and nature of those 

very entities themselves” (Koelle 2012, 653). In other words, the idea that humans are independent 

                                                           
10 On entanglements see also Wadiwel 2018, 532-541; Giraud 2019; and Hirtenfelder and Prouse 2021. 
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rational beings, that is, beings whose existence is somehow separated from relationality and 

dependence is mistaken: individuals are irremediably composed and composted by entanglements.11  

One of Haraway’s most intimate sisters, Anna Tsing, illustrates Haraway’s muddy ontology by 

putting mushrooms at the centre. Tsing explains that “the role of fungi in ecosystem renewal makes it 

more than obvious that fungi are always companions to other species” (2012, 144). These words 

unsettle human exceptionalism by stressing species’ inter-dependency, which she claims “is a well-

known fact—except when it comes to humans. Human exceptionalism blinds us” (Tsing 2012, 144). 

Tsing’s discourse not only shatters anthropocentrism in the humanities, but also challenges the 

discourses of human mastery present in some scientific stories and monotheistic religions (ibid., 144).12 

These stories, Tsing argues, “fuel assumptions about human autonomy, and they direct questions to 

the human control of nature . . . rather than to species interdependence” (2012, 144). The target is 

Enlightenment’s conceptualisation of man as an independent rational being.13 Consider how much we 

humans depend on Earth to survive and flourish, and how vulnerable we are to phenomena such as 

climate change. For instance, phytoplankton alone (which amounts to 1% of Earth’s photosynthetic 

biomass) contributes “almost half of the world’s total primary production [of oxygen], making them 

as important in modifying the planet’s cycle of carbon and carbon dioxide as all the world’s land plants 

combined” (Falkowski 2012, 19).  

In this context, Haraway’s notions of entanglement, companion species and compost can be read 

as contesting not only the dominant Western conceptuality that forms Westerners’ subjectivities to 

prize individualism and abstraction, but also as a call to change our-selves. Haraway makes us attentive 

to our shared vulnerabilities and relational vitalities (2008, 331-332) because she claims feminism as a 

structural feature of her ontology (Hamilton and Neimanis 2018, 504): embodied vulnerabilities, 

entanglements, and our human-animal composted existences originate from a feminist “refusal of 

                                                           
11 This does not entail, as Gruen acutely puts it, that the self-other divide needs to go. While individuality emerges from 
and is constituted by relationships, there is still an individual self that relates to an-other who can, for example, empathise 
(Gruen 2015). 
12 For an extensive discussion of human mastery over nature and animals, see Val Plumwood 1993/2002, 19-40; Wadiwel 
2015; and Singh 2017. 
13 For critiques, see Horkheimer and Adorno 1947/2002; Heidegger 1947/2011; Foucault 1961/2009; Derrida 1972/1982, 
121, 123-136; Derrida 2008a, 69-87, 92-102. 
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typological thinking, binary dualisms, and both relativisms and universalisms of many flavors.” Instead, 

Haraway affirms a “rich array of approaches to emergence, process, historicity, difference, specificity, 

cohabitation, co-constitution, and contingency” (2003/2016, 99). This entails, among other things, 

celebrating dependency as part of what it means to lead relational lives: we flourish with others by living 

with (Haraway 2016, 38-39).  

So far we have seen that Haraway’s nuanced insights on entanglement are helpful in disrupting 

logics of human mastery, and in showing that the subjectivities of human and non-human animals are 

interconstituted through and by entanglements. However, as the case of PigeonBlog illustrated, 

Haraway’s understanding of entanglement and relationality does not deconstruct how human-animal 

relationships are embedded within ethically and epistemologically perverse limits.  In order to go 

beyond these limits, while retaining Haraway’s insights, I want to critically examine Lori Gruen’s 

contributions on empathy (2015).  

In Entangled Empathy, Gruen provides important insights in relation to being empathetic and 

making better ethical judgements with and about those who do not wear shoes (2015, 81-95). To this 

end, Gruen studies the ways in which we can fail to empathise with others. She identifies two ways of 

making mistakes in empathising: epistemic and ethical inaccuracies (Gruen 2015, 82). The former refers to 

an “overestimation of the nature or weight of the others’ mental states or underestimating or missing 

altogether the significance of the others’ experiences” (ibid., 83). In the pigeons’ case discussed above, 

we can appreciate that Haraway misses the significance of the pigeons’ experiences and agency, since 

she is not attentive to whether the pigeons were willing to be grabbed. ‘Ethical inaccuracies’ refers to 

failures in weighing “values in different situations” (ibid., 82). To return to the pigeons’ case, Haraway’s 

theory values animals as different others, but she fails to weigh the value of difference and otherness 

when it comes to the real-life project that humans force pigeons to participate in.  

Gruen’s corrective to Haraway is crucial because it allows us to notice that entanglements and our 

ability to empathise cannot be taken at face value. This seems especially poignant in Haraway’s case as 

she is inaccurate in empathising with animals at both the epistemic and ethical levels. I want to suggest, 

however, that while the divide between ethical and epistemological inaccuracies is very helpful in some 
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respects, it does not account for how epistemology and ethics are interconstituted, and how humans 

are constituted by a violent Western conceptuality that deprives us from feeling and being empathetic. 

It is here where we might be able to appreciate the limits of intersectionality as a method of analysis – 

Gruen explicitly adopts an intersectional method but, in my view, she goes at some points beyond it.14 

Going beyond the limits of intersectionality is important because if we want to build ethically good 

human-animal relationships, we need to understand how Western conceptuality constitutes our human 

subjectivities and ethical responses, especially given that this conceptuality is hostile to animals.  

Wadiwel argues that when a given epistemology (read: Western language) fails “to recognise 

another, violence follows” (2015, 256).  Drawing on the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988), 

Wadiwel describes “the concept of ‘epistemic violence’ as the process by which knowledge systems 

silence particular subjects, removing recognition and rendering them invisible” (2019, 215). This 

invisibility should not be read only in terms of whether one recognises that another being’s life registers 

as a life. Haraway, for instance, recognises lab animals’ lives as lives when humans experiment on them, 

yet she supports such experiments (Haraway 2008, 69). What Wadiwel targets is, I think, an unintended 

lack of attentiveness towards the ethical weight animals’ lives have. One (e.g., Haraway) might 

recognise another’s life as a grievable one, but if the conceptuality that structures the subjectivities of 

humans (including Haraway) renders such lives as less livable, less grievable (Stanescu 2012, 569), then 

violence can follow. Notice that the stress is not on whether Haraway is epistemically and ethically 

accurate in assessing another being’s experience or the ethical weight of a given action. My discussion 

precedes those questions because authors such as Haraway are deprived of being ethically and 

epistemically attentive in the first place, that is, before they make a judgement. The violent Western 

language that constitutes most, if not all, Westerners to be anthropocentric and sovereign over animals 

closes us off, leads us to turn away and disavow other’s lives (Kim 2015, 20).  

                                                           
14 For example, Gruen has argued that “our relationships with human and animal others co-constitute who we are and how 
we configure our identities and agency, even our thoughts and desires” (Gruen 2015, 63). She has also shown that emotion 
and reason blend, and that entangled empathy integrates “a range of thoughts and feelings to try to get an accurate picture 
on the situation of another” (ibid., 81). Hence, Gruen can be regarded as an interconstitutional author insofar as she is 
attentive to the ways in which we are composed by human-animal relationships. I think, however, that Gruen does not go 
far enough in relation to how epistemology and ethics are interconstituted, and how our Western conceptuality infiltrates 
our subjectivities.  
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All this is important in relation to entanglements, empathising and vulnerability because paying 

attention to the value that inheres in bonds and dependency requires understanding and deconstructing 

the violent Western language that constitutes and disallows humans from being attentive to the ethical 

weight of those entanglements, embodied vulnerabilities and dependencies. I contend that it is by 

deconstructing such matters that the responsive ontology that emerges from ecofeminist vegan theory 

can be recognised with all its ethical weight – which can never, of course, be saturated. From this 

standpoint, the relational ontology disclosed by ecofeminist scholars has the potential to rupture how 

power relationships structure hierarchically and traditionally oppressive human-animal relationships 

and, importantly, our carnistic culture that holds the abled rational and independent man at the centre 

(Adams 1990/2015, 109; Taylor 2017, 217-221). In short, the vegan ethico-politics advocated for here 

affirms an embodied relational ontology of care that values and celebrates dependency, prizes our 

entangled and vulnerable existence, and simultaneously calls for a constant deconstruction of our 

beings, everyday lives, and how Western conceptuality and ethics are interconstituted.   

4.3.2. Agency, respect, curiosity 

For Haraway entanglements occur between agents, that is, decision-makers who are the authors of 

their lives (2003/2016, 95).15  Haraway’s position, as that of many vegan theorists, stems from the 

recognition, often informed by ethology, that there is someone at home when we encounter and hold 

animals in regard (Smuts 2001, 308). However, agency is often understood in liberal-analytic 

philosophy, with the notable exception of figures such as Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka (2011), 

in individualistic terms. 16 

Haraway offers a more nuanced and richer account of agency than most liberal analytic 

philosophers. As the entanglement author par excellence, Haraway understands humans and animals as 

being “partners-in-the-making” (Haraway 2008, 208) who are constantly co-shaping each other’s 

                                                           
15 Agency has increasingly become central in the political turn in critical animal studies, see Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; 
Garner and O’Sullivan 2016; Blattner et al. 2020; Blattner 2021; and Meijer 2021. Animals’ agency has also been identified 
by authors who study animal resistance – see Hribal 2003, 448-450; Pachirat 2011, 144-148; Wadiwel 2016.  
16 For a few representative examples, see Regan 1983; Cochrane 2012; Ladwig 2015; and Pepper 2021. 
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agency. Focusing on human-dog relationships, Haraway reminds us of the ethico-political fact that 

“beings do not pre-exist their relatings” (Haraway 2003/2016, 98). This means, among other things, 

that animals (including humans) and human-animal relationships do not pre-exist history either. One 

only needs to consider the historical legacy of domestication that constitutes dogs’ very bodies and 

beings (Haraway 2003/2016, 100) together with the fact that we do not ‘pre-exist our relatings.’ In 

contrast to anthropocentric and humanist accounts of agency that regard agency as an ahistorical 

property that independent individuals have,17 Haraway shows us that the agencies of humans and 

animals emerge from socially and historically situated contexts, and that one does not have agency, 

agency is dynamic and always in the making (or unmaking).18 Haraway thickens the content of agency 

with two other notions: respect and curiosity.  

The Latin version of respect, re-specere, means “to hold in regard, to respond, to look back 

reciprocally, to notice, to pay attention, to have courteous regard for, to esteem” (Haraway 2008, 19). 

These words impel us to respond to an-other when s/he looks at us. Respect demands that we listen 

(Donovan and Adams 2007, 4) and that we do not disavow another’s will (Oliver 2010, 269). A 

response-able ethic can be seen, therefore, as tempering our anthropocentric and sovereign Western 

conceptuality since, as we have seen, one of the structuring characteristics of the sovereign is that s/he 

has “the right not to respond” (Derrida 2008b, 57). Respect is also knotted to the polis, i.e., the space 

“where and when species meet” (Haraway 2008, 19), where one greets others politely, that is, 

responsively. Ontology, ethics, and politics could not be more entangled here: “to knot companion 

and species together in encounter, in regard and respect, is to enter the world of becoming with, where 

who and what are is precisely what is at stake” (ibid., 19). Again, these words direct us to think that agency 

is not a property that independent individuals have. Instead, animals’ agencies (including humans) 

emerge through processes of mutual becoming (Spannring 2019).  

Curiosity can also have a structuring role for a vegan ethico-politics because, when knotted with 

respect, it obliges us to pay attention to what a real animal “might actually be doing, feeling, thinking, 

                                                           
17 See previous footnote. 
18 For similar and nuanced recent account of animal agency, see Blattner 2021, and Meijer and Bovenkerk 2021.  
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or perhaps making available to [oneself] in looking back” (Haraway 2008, 20). In this regard, curiosity 

is an attitude, a generative way of being that opens our-selves to being surprised. A responsive vegan 

ethico-politics needs be structured by respectful curiosity and be opened to “a possible invitation [by 

an-other animal], a possible introduction to other-worlding” (Haraway 2008, 20; Oliver 2009, 108). 

Haraway’s understanding of agency, respect and curiosity puts the emphasis on forms of inter-

dependent agencies that are constitutively and historically entangled, and require embodied 

responsivity: from sensing with other animals in a respectful manner up to a transformative curiosity 

that seeks to prevent us from totalising other beings. Haraway directs our attention towards decision-

making processes in which human and non-human animals are always entangled, co-construct 

decisions and emerge as agents from and within “embodied cross-species sociality” (Haraway 

2003/2016, 96). We will see in the following two chapters that the previous insights on being 

responsive to our own bodies and those of non-human animals is of paramount importance.  

However, Haraway, like other materialist thinkers, is not attentive enough to questions related to 

justice and hierarchically unfounded human-animal power relationships (Meijer 2019b, 163). For 

example, Haraway positively links curiosity with experimenting with mice bred to have cancer 

(Haraway 1997) and trained her dog Cayenne since she was 12 weeks old to play agility games, 

distorting Cayenne’s agency (Haraway 2003/2016, 132). Who would have Cayenne become if Haraway 

and other human trainers had not shaped Cayenne’s subjectivity to follow strict human orders since 

she was 12 weeks old? It seems clear that this case also attests to how Haraway’s thinking is constituted 

by a conceptuality that forms humans to be sovereign over animals. If Haraway’s insights are taken 

beyond these anthropocentric limits, we can then see that they could lead us to co-construct a 

completely different (and more just) political and democratic system: a zoodemocracy. In this regard, 

the work of Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka (2011) is illuminating. 

Donaldson and Kymlicka have argued and advocated for a Zoopolis, that is, a zoodemocratic 

political system in which domestic animals are considered as dependent and relational agents who 

express themselves, make decisions, and have an intrinsic interest in liberty (2011, 65). Even though 

Donaldson and Kymlicka’s theory stems from the liberal tradition, the reader should know that their 
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position is situated in stark contrast to many liberal authors (e.g., Gary Francione) who regard 

dependency as a deprivation or lack. To illustrate, in the context of a domesticated dog asking for food 

by pawing her dinner bowl, one could see such an action as a form of dependency to be repudiated, 

or if a dog “nudges us winningly to remind us it is walk time, we will see ingratiation or servility [if 

dependency is perceived as a weakness]” (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 83). However, Donaldson 

and Kymlicka argue, “if we don’t view dependency as intrinsically undignified, we will see the dog as a 

capable individual who knows what he wants and how to communicate in order to get it – as someone 

who has the potential for agency, preferences, and choice” (ibid., 83). Instead of an irremediably 

dependent slave, as some might view domesticated animals and some people with disabilities, 19 

Donaldson and Kymlicka encourage us to see animals as self-determining relational and dependent 

agents who make individual and collective decisions (2011, 170-174). 20  Crucially, like Haraway, 

Donaldson and Kymlicka do not understand agency as a mere property that individuals have, agency 

can rather be enabled or disabled (2011, 84). 

If one’s starting point is not anthropocentric, takes for granted that we humans are enmeshed in 

domesticated animals-humans’ relationships, and that humans have the power of enabling or limiting 

domestic animals’ agency, it seems apparent that justice demands enabling animals’ agency by, among 

other things, recognizing animals as self-determining agents (Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2015a, 64). 

Under this understanding of democracy, the polis becomes an animal space where we co-exist, co-

inhabit, and participate politically as differently equal (Donaldson 2020a, 710), that is, the voices of 

different beings are not only respected but constitutive of the zoopolis (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 

65-69). In such a zoopolis, and it is here where Donaldson and Kymlicka go well beyond Haraway’s 

anthropocentric limited political imagination, all animals co-construct, as equal actors under the law of 

the zoopolis, politics and policies.  

                                                           
19 See Taylor 2017, 216-218, and Donaldson 2020a, fn. 16 at 719. 
20 One should read these lines as opposing in some respects the position upheld by authors such as Regan (1983), Cochrane 
(2012) and Ladwig (2015). Donaldson and Kymlicka give a lot of importance to agency, but where the previous authors 
put the weight on independence, rationality, and intentionality in the rationalistic sense, they stress that agency is relational 
and constituted by an entangled network of dependencies, and put collectivity and what is communal at the centre of their 
analysis. See generally Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 2015, and Donaldson 2020a. 
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The position upheld by Donaldson and Kymlicka is in alignment with “a feminist ethic of care 

[which] offers a liberatory framework that has the potential to complicate conceptions of dependency 

by paying attention to domesticated animals’ agency as vital participants in and contributors to our 

shared world” (Taylor 2017, 207). As Adams and Donovan put it, we should be attentive to “what the 

animals are telling us – rather than to what other humans are telling us about them” (2007, 4). 

Donaldson and Kymlicka’s crucial move resides in translating these new ways of regarding other 

animals as relational and dependent agents into more systemic and political terms (Donaldson 2020b), 

which is, as a matter of fact, necessary to build and actualise vegan ethico-political zoodemocratic 

systems. The questions underlying Donaldson and Kymlicka’s work will be central concerns of the 

second part of this thesis.  

 

 

4.3.3. Different ontological scales, different vulnerabilities  

As the main aim of this chapter is to theorise a response-able ethico-politics, and response-ability 

requires attentiveness to different ways of living and being, let us then turn to difference, otherness 

Kiewert, Harmut 2015. Bench (190x160cm). A representation of what a 

square could look like in a Zoopolis. Courtesy of Harmut Kiewert. 

https://en.hartmutkiewert.de/work/
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and why taking into account different ontological scales matters ethically and politically.21 To frame 

this section, it is worth mentioning that there tends to be consensus within continental animal 

philosophy and ecofeminist scholarship that the animal ethics associated with Singer and Regan has 

focused excessively on sameness and on valuing that which resembles the human (Wolfe 2003, 33-36; 

Gruen 2015, 15-26; Calarco 2015, 24-32). The problem with approaches such as Singer’s and Regan’s 

– even though they are very different in many ways – is that animals’ beings are reduced to “an atomistic 

bundle of interests” (Slicer 1991, 111) and the differences between specific animals tend to be erased 

(Warren 1990, 142; Gruen 2015, 8-15). Instead, ecofeminists have called for a “respectful 

acknowledgement” of differences (Warren 1990, 142), and an ethic that pays careful attention to the 

incalculability of animals’ value (Weil 2012, 17).  

Haraway’s work resonates with vegan ecofeminist scholarship. For instance, when encountering 

an-other dog, Haraway suggests that “people must learn to meet dogs as strangers first in order to 

unlearn the crazy assumptions and stories we all inherit about who dogs are,” (2008, 232) and tells us 

that “nonmimetic caring and significant otherness are my lures for trying to think and feel more 

adequately; and multispecies flourishing requires a robust nonanthropomorphic sensibility that is 

accountable to irreducible differences” (Haraway 2008, 90). When Haraway talks of ‘feeling more 

adequately,’ she means to attune us with our animality in a sensory-sensual way. For Haraway 

respecting irreducible differences is, among other things, being differentially entangled through 

slobbery kisses with her dog-companion Cayenne (Haraway 2003/2016, 93-94). 

This shift towards the body seeks to move beyond the gaze and focuses instead on our multisensory 

bodies. Haraway’s work can be read as gesturing towards the ethical need of animalising our beings. 

This co-transformation should occur with and through our bodies by tasting, touching, and smelling 

and by being touched, smelled, and tasted. Among other things, this process of transformation should 

lead us to understand that disability “is not a ‘lack’” but rather “another mode of existence” (Burgat 2015, 

54). Disability and other than human ways of living should be understood as a certain opening toward 

                                                           
21 This is a theme I will return to at the end of Chapters Five and Six.  
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“the beautiful potential of living alternative ways of moving through space and of being in time” 

(Taylor 2017, 136).  Haraway similarly thinks about different ways of being and different ways of 

experiencing life and time, which leads her to stress that there are “many scales of space-time that need 

rethinking” (2008, 17). I would like to pause here and examine more carefully what those different 

scales can entail (beyond Haraway) because considering different scales is ethico-politically important 

for building an ecofeminist veganism and zoodemocracies – the next chapters’ concern.   

It will be helpful to find support in ethologist Jakob von Uexküll’s A Foray into the World of Animals 

and Humans. In it, Von Uexküll invites us to imagine that each animal in a meadow has a bubble around 

them. The bubble represents “each animal’s environment [which] contains all the features accessible 

to the subject” (Von Uexküll, 1934/2010, 43).  Imagine further that one were able to “enter into one 

such bubble”; if that were possible, Von Uexküll asserts, “the previous surroundings of the subject 

[would be] completely reconfigured. Many qualities of the colorful meadow [would] vanish completely, 

others [would] lose their coherence with one another, and new connections [would be] created. A new 

world arises in each bubble [my emphasis]” (Von Uexküll 1934/2010, 43). These words make us attentive 

to how different subjects exist in the world and the worldview that emerges by virtue of being an 

individual.  

While I endorse Von Uexküll’s eloquent ontological language, I want to pay attention to other than 

the subject’s scales. At the level of species, we can think of bees buzzing in meadows as having a bubble 

(worldview) of their own that can be distinguished from the earthworm. As Schaefer puts it, 

attentiveness to difference and otherness “requires an attention to the other body in its alterity, a 

holistic prehension of that species and the conditions of their flourishing” (Schaefer 2014, 378-379). 

Consider further the level of community/herd/shoal. For example, the decision of fishes such as 

Japanese rice fishes (Oryzias latipes), Guppies (Poecilia reticulate), and Zebrafishes (Danio rerio) “to join a 

group [shoal] is an active choice” (Bruslé and Quignard 2020, 163) which suggests that there are 

differences between different shoals of the same species. Similarly, Carl Safina has shown that different 

groups of animals of the same species have their own cultures (2020). In other words, different 
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communities of animals have their own modes of social organisation and internal dynamics 

(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 170-174).  

We can then appreciate that there are scales of difference at the level of subject, community, and 

species. These differences need to be read in at least a two-fold manner. First, in terms of a triadic 

(scale-wise) significant otherness: “a new world arises in each bubble” (Von Uexküll 1934/2010, 43). 

These new worlds at the triadic level I am discussing (subject, community, species) are in many ways 

inaccessible to different others: for a bee, by virtue of being a member of the bee’s species, the 

earthworm’s worldview is in great part alien, and vice versa. Similarly, for an individual or community 

of the same species, another individual or community’s worldview is inaccessible by virtue of being a 

different individual or community. Crucially, a response-able vegan ethico-politics ought to be attentive 

to all those unreachable differences. The reason is that depriving animals of their differential ways of 

living and existing causes “a kind of premature death, the death of a form of flourishing that has been 

judged to be worthy of respect” (Nussbaum 2007, 347).  

Secondly, there is a risk in essentialising differences and establishing thick walls, rather than 

“ramifying webs” (Haraway 2008, 97). It is one thing to understand, value and respect the scales of 

difference mentioned, and another altogether to think that different animals’ umwelts are entirely 

separated from one another. Instead, we should be sensitive to how differences are shared between 

multispecies individuals, communities, and species. For instance, the vulnerability that is shared 

between pregnant (and to-be pregnant) beings of different species crosses species boundaries, while 

simultaneously establishes an ontological difference between pregnant (and to-be pregnant) beings and 

those who are not (and cannot be) pregnant. This kind of difference-based thinking also ruptures the 

kind of identity politics that essentialises gender, and amplifies what, for example, womanhood and 

the feeling of being a woman can be: from a normatively social, biologistic, and essentialising identity 

politics to a differential understanding of womanhood that respects what the feeling of being a woman 

can be for different subjects (Butler 1990/1999, 22) – this logic also goes beyond a dichotomical (man-

woman) understanding of gender.  
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What the previous discussion illuminates is that respecting difference requires a multidimensional 

comprehension of difference at several scales: subject, community/herd, species, and cross-species.22 

Arguably, a just zoodemocracy can only exist if these differences are celebrated and animals can 

flourish at multiple levels. Our ability to reciprocate and empathise respectfully depends, in my view, 

on understanding these different ontological scales. At the same time, difference should not be 

understood in static-essentialist terms as if, for instance, a biologistic understanding of gender was the 

beginning and end of who someone is identity wise. Similarly, one should simultaneously understand 

that there are species’ worldviews, and that animals belonging to different species can share, for 

example, certain vulnerabilities in a cross-species manner (e.g., being pregnant). In short, difference as 

understood in this chapter is attentive to multiple ontological scales, crosses species boundaries, 

ruptures identity politics’ essentialising views, and does not erase notions such as womanhood.23 As we 

will see in the second part of the thesis, valuing difference is, crucially, a necessary condition to co-

author zoodemocratic systems with non-human animals. 

4.3.4. The violence of existence, moral remainders, and loss 

While the previous sections have focused on living and flourishing, this section intends to act as a 

warning not to be self-assured and, perhaps, as a reminder that loss and moral remainders are 

unavoidable. There is a tendency within some vegan and vegetarian discourses, especially liberal ones, 

to uphold vegetarianism and veganism as “the moral code of eating,” and this “risks stalling the question 

of eating well and collapsing into a self-assured form of good conscience”, as Calarco has argued (2004, 

195). For this reason, Calarco urges vegans and vegetarians to deconstruct “existing discourses and 

practices” within these movements (ibid., 197). This self-assuredness is labelled by Haraway as 

“innocence.” Its counterpart, noninnocence, entails understanding that:  

                                                           
22 The reader should not reduce difference to these scales, they are rather an illustration of why difference and vulnerability 
ethically matter at multiple scales.  
23 For a discussion on why different cultural and ethnic backgrounds should also be cherished, see Audre Lorde 1984/2019, 
110-113; and generally bell hooks 1992/2015.  
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[i]n eating we are most inside the differential relationalities that make us who and what we are and that materialize 

what we must do if response and regard are to have any meaning personally and politically. There is no way to eat 

and not to kill, no way to eat and not to become with other mortal beings to whom we are accountable, no way 

to pretend innocence and transcendence or a final peace. Because eating and killing cannot be hygienically 

separated does not mean that just any way of eating and killing is fine, merely a matter of taste and culture. 

Multispecies human and nonhuman ways of living and dying are at stake in practices of eating (Haraway 2008, 

295).  

We can learn from these words that a vegan ethico-politics should be articulated and lived in such a 

way that we do not “clean our hands” (Gruen 2014a, 133) and do not look away (Haraway 2016, 35).24 

The vegan ethico-politics advocated here is a call to turn toward our embodied and fleshy existence 

(Kim 2015, 20), and to understand that our existence is unavoidably violent and involves killing.25 Our 

current forms of agriculture kill animals such as worms and mice, our transport systems kill birds, 

humans accidentally step on ants and snails, and so on. 26  We vegans have an ethico-political 

responsibility and obligation to be attentive to these facts, and mourn these deaths (Stanescu 2012).  

In a similar line, Haraway provides a new commandment that I deem a potential cornerstone of 

the, perhaps, zoodemocracies to come: 

I [Haraway] suggest that it is a misstep to separate the world’s beings into those who may be killed and those who 

may not and a misstep to pretend to live outside killing. The same kind of mistake saw freedom only in the absence 

of labor and necessity, that is, the mistake of forgetting the ecologies of all mortal beings, who live in and through 

the use of one another’s bodies. This is not saying that nature is red in tooth and claw and so anything goes . . . I 

think what my people and I need to let go of if we are to learn to stop exterminism and genocide . . . is the 

command ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ The problem is not figuring out to whom such a command applies so that ‘other’ 

killing can go on as usual and reach unprecedented historical proportions. The problem is to learn to live 

responsibly within the multiplicitous necessity and labor of killing, so as to be in the open, in quest of the capacity 

to respond in relentless historical, nonteleological, multispecies contingency. Perhaps the commandment should 

read, ‘Thou shalt not make killable’ (Haraway 2008, 79-80). 

                                                           
24 For a reading of Haraway’s position in this respect, see Sands 2019, 40-41. 
25 For a nuanced discussion of how entanglements are often constitutively violent, see Hirtenfelder and Prouse 2021. 
26 See generally King et al. 2019. 
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Haraway acutely points out that dividing in a clear-cut manner those who can be killed from those 

whose lives are sanctified and cannot be killed is a problem (Haraway and Williams 2010, 160-162). 

This logic is problematic because it contributes to ‘un-fleshing’ humans and some animals in that it 

strips us from our shared vulnerability with other animals: we are all vulnerable mortals (Plumwood 

1995; Pick 2011; Deckha 2015, 50; Calarco 2015, 59-60). Further, such a logic allows us humans to be 

self-assured and not take responsibility for killing. An ethico-politics of ‘killability’ impels humans to 

think that killing those who are killable should leave us in peace and content. Instead, Haraway 

advocates breaking this logic and proposes a new crucial commandment: ‘though shalt not make 

killable.’ Importantly, this is not to say that ‘anything goes.’ As Haraway beautifully puts it later in When 

Species Meet, it is important to work “for the mortal entanglements of human beings and other 

organisms in ways that one judges, without guarantees, to be good, that is, to deserve a future” (2008, 

106).  

As we have seen, however, Haraway’s writings have been far from supporting veganism. In fact, 

she has vehemently opposed it and even ridiculed it (2008, 80). Haraway’s lack of support towards a 

vegan ethico-politics, however, does not follow from her premise that eating involves killing and we 

should not make killable. In fact, Calarco has argued that it is precisely by not making animals killable 

and being sensitive to animals’ shared vulnerabilities as mortals that we should support a vegan ethico-

politics (2004, 194). Perhaps for some realising that our human existence entails killing leads to loss of 

motivation, but “there are others who accept the inevitability of ‘real’ sacrifice and subsequently do 

their best to limit it” (ibid., 194).27  

I would similarly like to argue that Haraway’s nuanced contributions on loss should lead us, 

precisely, to adopt a contextual vegan ethico-politics that seeks to reduce violence as much as possible. 

Haraway says about the unravelling of entanglements in relation to loss: 

The body is always in-the-making; it is always a vital entanglement of heterogeneous scales, times, and 

kinds of beings webbed into fleshly presence, always a becoming, always constituted in relating. The 

                                                           
27 See also Calarco 2015, 48-61. 
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corpse’s consignment to the earth as ashes is, I think, a recognition that, in death, it is not simply the 

person or the soul who goes. That knotted thing we call the body has left; it is undone (Haraway 2008, 

167).  

To be clear, the point of being sensitive to loss in this entangled manner is not to endorse Haraway’s 

violent ethico-politics, that is, an ethico-politics that accepts actions such as producing and forcing 

mice to live with cancer by default (1997), or grabbing pigeons against their will (Haraway 2016, 20-

29). What I am advocating for is an ethics and politics of avowal that is sensitive to the complexity of 

loss and its unavoidability: the death of another does not entail the death of an individual who is 

independent from her entanglements. When we die, the entanglements that co-constituted our-selves 

and others also go – even though traces of those entanglements persist in those who remain alive.  

An attentive vegan ethico-politics needs to understand that any form of agriculture, and human 

existence more generally, requires that some entanglements will be destroyed: the ants that will 

accidentally be stepped on, the land that humans occupy, the resources humans consume and others 

cannot use. Our human existence will entail at least entangled deaths of those kinds. And it is here 

where Deborah Slicer’s profound words on moral remainders ought to be pondered:  

There are certain elements of moral tragedy in having to make some choices despite the daunting 

complexity of these situations, despite having few, if any, principles or precedents to guide us, despite 

having little or no assurance that we have chosen rightly. And regardless of how we choose, we may 

have to live with, as some have recently put it, irresolute, nagging ‘moral remainders’ (Slicer 1991, 121). 

4.3.5. Claiming coanimal 

In the previous sections I have stressed, like Haraway, the use of the prefix co- because our humanimal 

existence can only be understood as being a constitutively entangled one. For this reason, I want to 

propose the term “coanimal.” My aim is two-fold: to fracture our anthropocentric grammar and 

lexicon, and simultaneously affirm an animal-vegan grammar and language.  

 “We [humans] are animals” (Taylor 2017, 115). Making us attentive to this statement is Taylor’s 

main goal in the tenth chapter of Beasts of Burden named ‘Claiming Animal.’ In it, Taylor narrates her 
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way of being as a disabled woman by describing how she picks up the objects she needs with her 

mouth in order to write Beasts of Burden. She says that using her mouth in this manner transgresses the 

boundaries of, what one might call, the ‘proper of mouth:’ eating and language. The reason is that the 

mouth, in contrast to the Platonic language (logos), “is deeply private, an orifice containing germs and 

breath and slobber. The mouth is sexual. The mouth is animal” (ibid., 115). This narration leads Taylor 

to say: “I feel animal in my embodiment, and this feeling is one of connection, not shame. Recognizing 

my animality has in fact been a way of claiming the dignity in the way my body and other non-normative 

vulnerable bodies move, look, and experience the world around them . . . we are animals. A fact so 

boringly commonplace that we forget it – perpetually” (ibid., 115). 

Taylor’s powerful narrative and perceptive claiming of animality can easily be woven with 

Haraway’s constant use of the prefix co-.  “Co-” means together with according to the Oxford English 

Dictionary. As I argue more extensively in the next chapters, in order for the established ethico-political 

order to change, we need to change the conceptual language within which we exist, and the very “sense 

and value” of ontology (Derrida in Derrida and Roudinesco 2004, 64). The spirit of this term 

“coanimal” – and its grammatical associates: “coanimalities” and the verb “to coanimalise” – needs to 

become part of our lexicon and grammar. This is important because most humans come into being 

within a Western language which, through the human-animal distinction and the force of Western 

language as a whole, has stripped us not only of our animality, but also of our coanimality.  

Hence, I want to claim here our coanimality as an ethico-ontologico-political act that can contribute 

to building human-animal relationships that “deserve a future” (Haraway 2008, 106). This coanimality 

attempts to capture, among other things: coanimals’ shared and inter-dependent vulnerabilities; the 

fact that our lives are composted and entangled in relationships through which we co-constitute each 

other; respecting other animals as agents with whom we live together and coexist as earthlings; and 

recognizing other animals as different others whose differences ought to be respected and celebrated. 

Of course, “coanimal” connotes human and non-human animals.  
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4.4. An Ecofeminist and Contextual Vegan Ethico-Politics 

In this last section, I gather some of the insights discussed so far and draw the contours of the 

contextual vegan ethico-politics that will frame my intervention in Part Two of the thesis.   

Dean Curtin (1991), who coined the term “contextual moral vegetarianism,” stresses that feminist 

approaches to ethics usually put the emphasis on context, attend to the “lived experiences” of other 

animals, and think that “moral inquiry [is] an ongoing process through which persons are defined 

contextually and relationally” (ibid., 64). In this line, we have seen that Haraway directs our attention 

to understand that humans and animals “do not pre-exist their relatings,” history, and their situated 

context (Haraway 2003/2016, 98). Domesticated animals have been bred by humans to fulfil certain 

human purposes. This legacy co-constitutes both, human animals and non-human domestic animals 

(Haraway 2003/2016, 100). I recall these insights because a contextual vegan ethico-politics stresses 

that “caring for particular persons” involves respectful responsivity to “the context of their histories” 

(Curtin 1991, 68). 

In a similar vein, it has become apparent that we cannot think of agency as an ahistorical and 

“acontextual” property, agency is dynamic, always in the making and can be enabled or closed off 

(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 84). An attentive and contextual vegan ethico-politics needs to put 

this insight at the centre and be responsive to the specific contexts, biographies and histories of other 

animals in order to open up situated zoodemocratic spaces where different animals can co-author 

politics and policies, and the very terms and conditions of what constitutes the political and political 

practices (Meijer 2013, 46).   

We have also seen that the ethico-politics advocated for here celebrates different modes of 

existence, experiences of gender, and vulnerabilities at multiple scales. A contextual approach opens 

moral veganism to reasons that “may differ by locale, by gender, [and] by class” (Curtin 1991, 69). 

However, the last sections of this chapter call into question Curtin’s argument that human and non-

human animals should not be counted as beings who can be eaten (1991, 71). Instead, and following 

authors like Haraway (2008, 79-80), Plumwood (1995), and Calarco (2015, 59-60) we should 

understand that human and non-human animals are vulnerable to be eaten like other animals and as 
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other animals: we are all embodied and fleshy beings who can be prey (Plumwood 1995). It is by 

assimilating this perhaps counter-intuitive argument that we should be able to caringly attend to the 

fact that we are vulnerable mortal animals. As Calarco eloquently puts it: “to acknowledge oneself as 

inhabiting a shared zone of exposed embodiment with animals is to recognize that we are in deep and 

fundamental ways like animals” (2015, 58). To appreciate these insights directs our attention towards 

our bodily lives, and enables us to empathise (Gruen 2015) with other than human animals, and with 

their situated contexts and existences. This way of thinking also displaces the universal commandment 

‘Though shalt not kill,’ and instead opens our-selves to learn and live not only through Haraway’s 

crucial prerogative of ‘Though shalt not make killable,’ but also to a commandment that demands 

attention to context and situated others: ‘Though shalt not make harmable.’ This commandment is a 

‘Yes’ to respectful responsivity, and entails a loud vegan ‘No’ to creating mice with cancer and killing 

animals for departmental feasts.  

A New Beginning 

Eva Meijer ends When Animals Speak by stating: “We can begin again, we should begin again” (2019b, 

241). Today, we can work for a vegan ethico-politics that values human and non-human animals as 

embodied and different entangled agents who are dependent and vulnerable. This ethico-politics 

opposes innocence and self-assuredness: there are no guarantees and predetermined outcomes; and 

asks for us to constantly deconstruct and be attentive to how Western conceptuality constitutes us 

humans. 

Respecting animals in the terms advanced in this chapter means working on transforming our 

human polis into plural zoopolis, that is, situated spaces where coanimals meet, coanimals’ voices are 

respected in their own terms, and political agencies are enabled.28 Respecting animals entails aspiring 

to see ourselves, humans, as “plain members and citizens of [the] world” (Calarco 2020, 35), as 

grounded and embodied earthlings (Taylor 2017, 115), instead of sovereigns over animals with the self-

proclaimed right to decide over others’ lives (Wadiwel 2015). One of our main political tasks is to 

                                                           
28 See Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 59-61, 84, 108-109; and 2015, 62-64 
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create ways of living “that no longer rotate around the human” (Calarco 2015, 65). We cannot look 

away (Gruen 2014a, 132-135; Haraway 2016, 35), we must turn towards animals (Kim 2015, 20). 

At the end of Zoopolis, Donaldson and Kymlicka endorse Star Trek’s ethic “for interspecies contact, 

coexistence, and cooperation” (2011, 257). They summarize the Federation’s ‘first contact’ ethic as 

follows: “encounters with new ‘life forms’ should be governed by caution, curiosity, and respect . . .  

guided by an overriding injunction to do no harm” (ibid., 257). The USS Enterprise encounters many 

different life forms, yet they are all respected in their difference and uniqueness.  Even though a no 

harm ethico-politics is not possible due to the inherent violence that living entails, and especially given 

our anthropocentric infrastructure, agriculture, energy production systems and law, we should be led 

by Star Trek’s ‘injunction to do no harm,’ and truly “do [our] best to limit” violence against animals 

(Calarco 2004, 194). Let’s break bread at table together as animals. Let’s make kin with respect, without 

the sword and without innocence.  

 

 

 

Kiewert, Harmut (2019). Hill (250x380cm). This painting illustrates what breaking bread at 

table together could mean in a vegan ethico-politics. In the background, a farm factory of 

Tönnies Group is represented, this group is currently “a family company that is active at 

several levels of the food industry . . . in 2018 generated annual revenue of EUR 6.65 billion. 

The core business of the company, which was established in 1971, concerns the slaughter, 

butchering, processing and refining of pigs, sows and cattle” (Tönnies Group, 2020). Courtesy 

of Harmut Kiewert.  

 

https://en.hartmutkiewert.de/work/
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Part II: 

Towards Zooterrapolis through the Language of 

Zoodemocracy 
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5 

- 

Animal Language: The Shared Sensory-Conceptual 

Space of Humans and Animals 
 

 

Of course animals speak. The thing is we don’t listen. 

Eva Meijer (2019) 

 

 

 

The idea that we humans are animals has remained concealed for millennia.1 This buried fact has not 

only structured our political systems for thousands of years, it has also structured our existences and 

the form and content of the questions we ask. One of the most important political questions in the 

Western tradition, at least since Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, has been: what is language? For 

Westerners the question ‘what is language?’ has in truth meant ‘what is human language?’2 This should 

come as no surprise since, as we have seen in previous chapters, the subjectivities of Westerners have 

been (and are) formed by an anthropocentric language that locates us in a position of dominion over 

animals and in opposition to the animal. It is from that subjective vantage point that we humans have 

traditionally asked political questions.  

The issue of language has been a cornerstone to exclude animals from the political community, 

since only those believed to be endowed with reason (read: the logos/language) have been regarded as 

members of the political community – for many, reason/the logos remains the key to be a political 

agent (Smith 2011; Cochrane 2012; Ladwig 2015; Garner 2016; Vink 2020; Pepper 2021). To challenge 

                                                           
1 See the Introduction to this thesis. 
2 For a representative example in the field of linguistics and philosophy of language, see Why Only Us: Language and Evolution 
by Robert C. Berwick and Noam Chomsky (2017). 
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this belief, in this chapter I will deal with a different question to the one pondered by human 

philosophers: instead of ‘what is human language?’ this chapter will focus on the question ‘what is 

animal language?’ and its political and normative bearing. Addressing this question will lead me to 

articulate a sensory-conceptual dimension of coanimals’ existences that has not yet been theorised. I 

will also show that this shared sensory-conceptual space between human and non-human animals is 

crucial to understanding why coanimals are agents in general, political agents in particular, and why we 

ought to build zoodemocracies in which animals are authors of the polis.  

Before proceeding, terminological clarifications are in order. First, and as we saw in Chapter Two, 

we need a new grammar to recognise how, for example, affect and concepts are not external to each 

other. In Chapter Two, I argued that it is crucial to understand that affect is conceptual, and conceptuality is 

affective. In this and the next chapter I will develop this insight and discuss this new grammar in more 

detail. It is my contention that many animals (including humans) exist in a shared conceptual space 

that is intrinsically sensory and that animals’ sensory experience is intrinsically conceptual. We animals 

touch water as water conceptually, we taste carrots as carrots conceptually, and we smell smoke as 

smoke conceptually. Westerners, especially academics, have traditionally thought that we are the only 

beings who exist in the world in a conceptual manner, and that the human conceptual world is separated 

from what one might call bare reality.3 In this and the next chapter I will not only argue that humans 

and animals exist in a shared conceptuality, my argument will be that our embodied actions and 

existences are intrinsically conceptual, that is, we feel conceptually.  

Secondly, I will argue that animals’ agency and political agency emerges from and is exercised within 

animal conceptuality. In other words, I will contend that what I call animal language is the language of 

zoodemocracy. As my intention is to theorise from animals, I will not provide a definition of animal 

agency and animal political agency upfront. I ask the reader to be patient in this respect. The meaning 

of agency and political agency is going to be written by animals themselves, and so it is necessary that 

                                                           
3 See introductory chapter and below.  
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we read their writing first, and then conceptualise from what they tell us about what animal agency and 

animal political agency entail.  

First, and in order to situate the chapter, I give a brief historical outline of the political turn in 

animal studies and how animal languages, as opposed to animal language, tend to be understood. 

Secondly, I begin to disclose what animal language/conceptuality entails with and from honeybees, 

worms and weaver ants. Third, through three case studies on the work of Martin Heidegger, Alasdair 

Cochrane, and Susana Monso, I further argue that animal conceptuality exists. I then substantiate why 

animal conceptuality is important from the point of view of politics and justice, and examine its role 

in countering the sovereign force of Western language. By examining these cases I disclose that 

coanimals are towards death, that they are agents, and that they have an intrinsic interest in liberty. I 

also explore the normative bearing this discussion has with respect to animal experimentation. Fourth, 

I demonstrate that animals are political agents by virtue of existing in the shared animal 

language/conceptuality theorised in previous sections by engaging with Angie Pepper, Charlotte 

Blattner et al., and Eva Meijer’s works. Finally, I coin and propose the term Zooterrapolis to capture the 

sensory-conceptual zoodemocracy that stems from this and previous chapters’ insights, that is, a 

democracy that emerges from coanimals and is authored by and for coanimals.   

5.1. Framing  

Critical animal studies literature has in some respects moved beyond anthropocentric discourses and 

has articulated new vocabularies that are fairer to the realities, experiences, and subjectivities of animals. 

Some examples are: indistinction (Calarco 2015); entanglements and the use of co- (Haraway 2008; 

Gruen 2015, 2019); Zoopolis (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011); Terrapolis (Haraway 2016); and legal 

beingness (Deckha 2020c). Further, notions such as difference, vulnerability, and dependence have 

recently become central terms in animal studies literature (Warren 1990; Slicer 1991; Derrida 2008a; 

Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; Pick 2011; Deckha 2015, 2021; Taylor 2017; Gruen 2018). Yet, our 

understanding of language and how the term is used has not changed much. To recall, in a wide range 

of fields – from philosophy of language to animal cognition, primatology, animal rights, and animal 
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ethics – language is understood as: a means of human communication;4 natural languages such as 

English, French, and Japanese (Swanson 2012/2015; Scott-Phillips 2016); a tool we humans have and 

use;5 “an instrument of [human] thought” (Chomsky 2016, 16; de Waal 2016, 89);  and human speech.6 

How we conceptualise language is crucial because it tells us a lot about who the beings that inhabit 

such a language are, or are not. Hence, we should question: what language have most authors thought 

of when they conceptualised language? And who were the speaking subjects? The answer – see Chapters 

One and Two – is by and large clear: the human.7 Undoubtedly, the question ‘what is language?’ has 

traditionally been assumed to mean ‘what is human language?’ because animals have historically been 

regarded as languageless or alogon (Elden 2006, 280). Further, even those who have done work on 

animal languages and communication tend to operate to a lesser or greater extent under the dominant 

humanist-representationalist understanding of language.  

My main concern in this chapter does not reside in reconceptualising language, but rather in 

conceptualising a dimension of language within which, I argue, coanimals exist. I do not argue that 

dominant representationalist understandings of language are mistaken, as I think that there is a 

representationalist element to humans’ languages and some animals’ languages. My concern resides 

rather in that, historically speaking, such an understanding of language – which has been adopted in 

many animal-related fields – was theorised from an anthropocentric stance, and hence, the non-

anthropocentric dimension of language that I will unconceal here has been left untheorized.  What is 

more, we will see that reading the reality of animals only through the dominant representationalist 

understanding of language obscures who animals are.  

Traditional liberal animal ethics and animal rights’ theory have focused on securing negative rights 

for animals and have considered (and consider) sentience as the property that serves as the baseline to 

determine who falls within the moral circle (Singer 1975/2009; Regan 1983; Francione 1995, 2000). 

                                                           
4 See Pär Segerdahl et al., 2005; Pearce 2008; Cochrane 2012, 26; Andrews 2015, 62; Byrne et al. 2019, 471; Tomasello 2019, 
91-133; Andrews et al. 2019, 86-87. See also Part V of The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of Animal Minds (Andrews and 
Beck 2018, 289-333). 
5 See McConnel-Ginet 2012/2015; Beany 2012/2015; Kemp 2013, 124. 
6 See Colbert-White and Burgess 2013; Larsson 2015; and de Waal 2016, 89. 
7 For a nuanced alternative account that regards animals as speaking subjects, see Meijer’s When Animals Speak (2019b).  
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Martha Nussbaum (2007) moved beyond this approach, and proposed that we should strive to build 

the conditions that allow human and nonhuman animals to flourish. As Nussbaum convincingly 

argues, when human and nonhuman animals are deprived of the possibility to flourish as agents, these 

deprivations should be “treated as causing a kind of premature death, the death of a form of flourishing 

that has been judged to be worthy of respect and wonder” (Nussbaum 2007, 347). The capabilities 

approach emphasises valuing “complex forms of life and functioning” (ibid., 349) on their own terms. 

More recently, Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka have advanced a political theory of animal rights 

that seeks to transform modern democracies and the political established order. Indeed, they advocate 

for a differentiated theory of citizenship in which some animals living in cities would be granted full 

citizenship and therefore be entitled to participate in the zoopolis (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011). 

Donaldson and Kymlicka place at the centre the idea that animals are political and relational agents 

who hold the right to self-determination (ibid., 2011). Authors from traditions that range from 

ecofeminism, passing through critical disabilities studies and critical animal studies, up to continental 

philosophy and animal philosophy have also argued that animals are political agents because they are: 

relational, interdependent, and entangled (Adams and Gruen 2014; Haraway 2016; Taylor 2017); 

subjects (Blattner et al. 2020; Meijer 2019a) who resist (Hribal 2003; Wadiwel 2018); different others 

(Wolfe 2003; Meijer 2019b); responsive (Derrida 2004; Oliver 2010); and lead embodied and emotional 

lives (Donovan and Adams 2007; Blattner 2020, 104-107). As different as the aforementioned authors’ 

writings are, I will argue that they all share an implicit assumption in their works: there is a shared 

sensory-conceptual space between humans and animals within which we exercise our agency, and in 

many cases political agency. Thus, the main aims of this chapter are: [1] to articulate the sensory-

conceptual space within which human and nonhuman animals exist; and [2] demonstrate that 

coanimals’ agency, political agency and communication occur within and are enabled by, in great part, 

a shared animal language/conceptuality.  

To be clear, my focus will be on understanding what it is that enables us coanimals to develop 

languages such as the ones Eva Meijer (2013, 2019a) discusses, i.e., cow language, bee language, human-

dog language, and so on. My intervention does not intend to open a space in which humans “translate 
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their [animals’] voice/silence into terms that are intelligible to us [humans]” (Suen 2015, 80) because I 

do not think that “translation and representation are inevitable” (ibid., 80).8 Rather, I will argue that 

coanimals already exist in a conceptual space within which we speak the same language, which is one 

of the reasons why, on many occasions, animals do not need to be represented: humans already speak 

animal. We are coanimals already, we just need to be attuned to our shared animal language and 

coanimality. A first step resides precisely in articulating what such an animal conceptuality/language 

entails, so that it is easier to think, live, listen and feel as coanimals. I say ‘easier’ because I think that 

many authors are already attuned to the language of zoodemocracy, or animal language/conceptuality, 

but are unaware that they are. 

Two preliminary remarks seem necessary: 

[1] under the understanding of animal language/conceptuality I propose, the fact that, for example, 

bees orient themselves in the world through “landmarks, odors, Earth’s magnetic field, wind speed 

and direction, and polarized light” (Winston 2014, 209) is understood as part of what I regard as bee 

language/conceptuality. I refer to this as language/conceptuality because, as we will see in the course 

of this chapter, the world of coanimals is always already conceptual in the first place; there is no clean 

separation between reality, language and animal conceptuality;  

[2] one could already respond that I am confusing the term world with language/conceptuality. I 

have decided to refer to language in this manner for three reasons. First, semantically, the word 

“language,” and its pseudo synonym “conceptuality,” connote the idea of concept. Given that I intend 

to disclose a shared aspect of coanimals’ existence that is conceptual, it only seems appropriate to use 

“language” and “conceptuality.” Second, I argue that the sensory-conceptual space theorised here 

constitutes animal communicative acts (e.g., embodied and phonetic). Third, the anthropocentric 

architecture in which the human is the sole possessor of language has been used as one of the crucial 

leverage points to locate humans as lords and sovereigns of the earth and the more-than-human world. 

                                                           
8 Suen’s position assumes that animals cannot speak, that they are irremediably the silent ones, and therefore someone 
needs to speak on their behalf. This position is shared by a myriad of authors from different traditions (e.g., Weil 2012, 25; 
Boisseron 2018, xiv; Cochrane 2018, 38; Vink 2020). 
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As Derrida says: “if one defines language in such a way that it is reserved for what we call man, what 

is there to say?” (1991, 116).  

I ask the reader to be open to understanding concepts, and more specifically what I call animal 

language/conceptuality, as well as related concepts that will be central to this chapter (e.g., agency, the 

concept of concept and political agency) differently. My intention is in part, and as Meijer eloquently 

puts it, “to look for ways in which non-human animals can take part in reformulating the meanings of 

concepts and in determining the shape of the conditions of interaction. This could be the beginning 

of new, pluralistic, democratic interaction” (2013, 46). It seems to me crucial ethico-politically and 

strategically speaking to use the term language in order to capture the conceptual dimension I intend 

to disclose here: the words we use matter, as they can transform reality, the established political order, 

and our very subjectivities. I also want to note upfront that even though I am trying to disclose a shared 

sensory-conceptual space within which coanimals exist, I do not intend to erase the diverse ways in 

which different animals and animal communities exist in the world and inhabit their own languages, as 

discussed in the last section of this chapter and in Chapter Four.  

5.2. Disclosing Animal Language through Ethology  

In this section I begin to uncover animal language and advance the argument that animals are agents 

by analysing the cases of honeybees, earthworms and ants. I focus on insects and worms because they 

have traditionally been underrepresented in animal studies’ literature and they are usually undermined 

by animal rights theorists.  

5.2.1. Honeybees decide a new nest-site 

The way honeybees (Apis mellifera) choose where to establish their new nest-site illustrates perfectly 

what I mean by a shared conceptuality existing among coanimals. Honeybees live in colonies and 

change their nest-site once a year (Winston 2014). A swarm’s choice is based on the following factors: 

“entrance size, entrance orientation, entrance height above the ground, entrance height above the 

cavity floor, cavity volume, and presence of combs in the cavity” (Seeley 2010, 54). Further, bees prefer 
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“a nest entrance that is rather small, faces south, is high off the ground, and opens into the bottom of 

the nest cavity” (ibid., 54-55). The reasons for bees to ponder these factors are: [1] a small entrance 

allows bees to defend themselves against predators more effectively; [2] an entrance high off the 

ground prevents predators from discovering it easily, and it is “inaccessible to predators that cannot 

fly” (ibid., 55); [3] an orientation towards the south decreases the chance that the entrance will be 

plugged by ice during winter (Seeley 2010, 55); [4] an opening at the bottom of the cavity might help 

to “minimize the loss of heat from the colony by convection currents” (ibid., 55). Bees also evaluate 

the volume of the cavity. Their preferred volume is around 40-litres (ibid., 56), as it is more difficult to 

maintain a large space at the right temperature (around 35 degrees Celsius), and if the cavity is too 

small there is not enough space to store the honey that will allow the bees to survive over winter.  

What does the previous decision-making process tell us about honeybees’ existence regarding 

animal agency and being in a shared animal conceptuality? First, honeybees assess the aforementioned 

factors, i.e., cavity size, orientation, and so on, and assessment of this kind requires that honeybees can 

discriminate between different categories and establish preferences. This can only be done by being in 

the world in a conceptual manner of some sort. In other words, honeybees need to have some form 

of concepts of size, orientation, temperature, survival (predators) and an ability to plan in order to 

assess such aspects of reality. I say ‘planning’ because, as we will see below, all these factors are assessed 

with the animal idea of moving to a new nest-site.  

I want to make explicit that ‘having’ such concepts does not imply that honeybees relate to, for 

instance, the concept of size in a human-like manner, or ask questions such as: ‘what is size?’ My claim 

is ontologically oriented: what concerns me is a way of being in the world in which one relates 

conceptually to size, orientation and so on rather than human-linguistic abstract reasoning. Even 

though we cannot fully apprehend what the experience of finding a new nest-site is like for a honeybee, 

it is clear that a bee looking for a new nest-site exists in a conceptual world: she identifies trees as trees 

and not as rocks, she identifies height as height not as width, size as size, and so on, and assesses all 

these factors to make a final decision. Again, my claim is not necessarily that bees can isolate these 

concepts in the same way that humans do, but rather that they exist in the world in a conceptual way, 
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which is to say, that they conceptually discriminate between entities (rocks, trees) and aspects of the 

world (height, size, space) and make decisions accordingly. 

Honeybees make collective decisions. After multiple sites have been assessed by individual scouts, 

there tends to be one site that is determined by the majority to be the most apt. In other words, the 

bees reach a quorum (Seeley 2010, 173). The colony decides, based on the intensity of the honeybee 

scout’s dance, which one is best. Briefly, what happens is that individual scouts “collect sensory [read: 

conceptual] information for several hours or several days” across multiple sites (Seeley 2010, 206). 

These scouts report to the colony; if the scout’s dance is long and intense other scouts will join her. If 

the first scout was correct, the other scouts will also report back to the colony on the suitability of the 

nest-site by doing long and intense dances, and more scouts will join this group. Eventually, in most 

cases, one group overrides the other in intensity and length of dances, and this nest is the one to which 

the colony moves. In other words, it is not only that individual scouts are capable of conceptually 

relating to the potential new nest-sites based on multiple factors, but other members of the colony can 

also interpret the scout’s dances, assess them, and decide whether to join or not.  

The bees make their decision about which site to nest in by virtue of being in a conceptual manner 

in the world that allows bees to conceptually recognise height, size, orientation, and so on. Further, 

notice that when the scouts communicate the quality of the nest-site, the shared sensory-conceptual 

space shared between the bees enables the communication to happen – hence the notion of animal 

language/conceptuality. The hive collectively decides what is the best site, and this decision happens 

by existing, and because they exist, in this shared sensory-conceptual space. How else could they make 

a collective decision if they did not exist in a conceptual manner in the world? And how could we 

humans understand bees’ decision making-process if we did not exist in that same sensory-conceptual 

space? We humans are like bees. The point is that these two forms of agency (individual and collective) 

are enabled by existing in the world conceptually.9  

                                                           
9 Incidentally, and crucially, honeybees are not sentient in the sense of feeling pain (Seeley 2010; Winston 2014). However, 
there is no doubt that they are social beings, that they have some form of individual and collective agency, and that they 
are in the world. Value flows from honeybees even if they are not sentient in the terms that authors like Singer think of 
sentience (1975/2009). For this reason, sentience, at least understood as feeling pain and pleasure in the exclusively 
physiological-physical sense, is not a necessary condition to be worthy of moral considerability. 



165 
 

5.2.2. Worms exercise their small agencies  

Let us now learn about animal conceptuality and animal agency with worms. Before doing so, however, 

it is important to recall that the ontology uncovered here is assumed by many writers. My task is simply 

to articulate what is implicit in those authors’ works. Charles Darwin was one of such authors. He said:  

I [Darwin] became interested in them [earthworms], and wished to learn how far they acted consciously, 

and how much mental power they displayed. I was the more desirous to learn something on this head, 

as few observations of this kind have been made, as far as I know, on animals so low in the scale of 

organization and so poorly provided with sense-organs, as are earth-worms (Darwin 1881, 3). 

Notice from the vantage point from which Darwin initiates his investigation: ‘I became interested in 

them [earthworms],’ that is, in individuals. This implies that from the very beginning Darwin recognises 

some form of subjectivity in earthworms, and hence agency,  or “small agencies,” as Darwin put it 

(1881, 2). Orientations such as Darwin’s are crucial because they rupture human sovereignty over 

animals at both the epistemic and ontological levels.  

In the field of critical animal studies, Eva Meijer (2019b, 153-164) has also examined the case 

analysed below. Meijer focuses on the small agency of worms but her main aims are different to this 

section’s purpose. First, and considering that worms are agents, Meijer discusses questions concerning 

human-worm power relations and knowledge production (2019b, 157-158). Secondly, she addresses 

the issue of worm justice since worms are exploited through, for example, experiments (ibid., 159-

161). My focus in this section will be different in that I aim to further disclose the decisive role of 

animal conceptuality in constituting nonhuman animals’ agency, specifically worms’.  

 To go back to Darwin, he provides an illustrative example that attests to worms having the 

ability to make judgements, and to make a judgement one needs to be in some form of conceptuality. 

Darwin observed earthworms in his garden and saw that they plugged their burrows with leaves. In 

his book on worms, Darwin starts by explaining that if worms acted only by instinct “they would draw 

all kinds of leaves into their burrows in the same manner” (1881, 65). One might also think that worms 

merely drag leaves into their burrows randomly, and so “the tip, base or middle” would be seized. 
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Darwin asserts: “if both these alternatives are excluded, intelligence alone is left; unless the worm in 

each case first tries many different methods, and follows that alone which proves possible or the most 

easy; but to act in this manner and to try different methods makes a near approach to intelligence” 

(ibid., 65). Darwin pulled out 227 leaves of various sorts from worms’ burrows.  

Of these, 181 had been drawn into the burrows by or near their tips, so that the foot-stalk projected 

nearly upright from the mouth of the burrow; 20 had been drawn in by their bases, and in this case the 

tips projected from the burrows; and 26 had been seized near the middle, so that these had been drawn 

in transversely and were much crumpled. Therefore 80 per cent, (always using the nearest whole 

number) had been drawn in by the tip, 9 per cent, by the base or footstalk, and 11 per cent, transversely 

or by the middle. This alone is almost sufficient to show that chance does not determine the manner in 

which leaves are dragged into the burrows (Darwin 1881, 65-66). 

Darwin examined each leaf carefully, and found that of the leaves that were drawn in “more or less 

transversely depends no doubt on the flexibility of these half-decayed leaves” (ibid., 67). What does 

this case tell us about worm agency, and earthworms existing and living within a form of conceptuality? 

First, earthworms can discriminate between the tip, base and middle of a leaf as tip, base and middle. 

Second, they can make a judgement depending on the flexibility of the leaf and its size (Darwin 1881, 

65-68) and decide accordingly from which place to draw the leaf in question into the burrow. Hence, 

like bees, worms are in the world in some form of conceptuality (animal) that allows them to evaluate 

the different shapes, consistency and flexibility of leaves, and based on these factors make a decision 

about where it is best to grasp the leaf in question from. For this reason, Darwin talked of worms’ 

small agencies, and regarded them as intelligent.10  

It is important to bear in mind that when I say that worms and bees ‘evaluate’ and ‘make decisions,’ 

one should not read that humans make decisions exactly like worms and bees. My point is rather that 

                                                           
10 Recent research also backs some of the insights advanced in this subsection. There is research that demonstrates that 
earthworms Eisenia fetida have a “cooperative capacity to select direction through contact among individuals” (Zirbes et al. 
2010, 550). The fact that worms move collectively suggests that worms have some form of conceptual awareness as they 
need to be able to notice that their conspecifics are moving in a certain direction so that they can follow each other 
collectively. Further, and occasionally, “the number of earthworms migrating is especially significant . . .  suggesting that 
social cues may be responsible for collective movement” (Zirbes et al. 2010, 247).  
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there is something shared at the sensory-conceptual level in how we all exist in the world, and this 

plays a crucial role in how we (worms, bees, and humans) evaluate and make decisions. And it is this 

shared sensory-conceptual aspect of our existence that I deem crucial to regarding earthworms and 

other animals as agents.  

5.2.3. Weaver ants fold leaves together: coordination is conceptual  

There is evidence that some animals, generally social animals, coordinate their actions. I want to argue 

that existing within our shared animal conceptuality is key for animals to decide what actions they are 

going to undertake in relation to other animals’ actions. Weaver ants exemplify this perfectly.  

Weaver ants build their homes in trees, have different roles in their colonies, and ponder multiple 

factors in order to decide what is “the aptest spot or the most suitable building material” (Keller and 

Gordon 2009, 95). To start with, a few workers survey potential suitable areas to establish the colony’s 

new home by “tugging at the edges and points of leaves, testing them for consistency and flexibility” 

(ibid., 95). What is perhaps most interesting about this process is that when an ant  

[m]anages to fold a leaf or to line up the edges of two leaves, her sisters working nearby instantly come 

to lend her a hand (or a leg, actually). They all link up like a tug-o’-war team and pull together to join 

the edges of the two leaves. If it turns out that the leaves are too far apart for a single individual to grasp 

them, they just form a living chain, or a bridge to be more exact: gripping each other by the petiole, as 

though holding one another by the waist, they bridge the gap between the two leaves. If one chain is 

inadequate to the task, they form several chains which work side by side, a veritable fabric of insects 

busying themselves in the treetops. The manoeuvres are delicate, requiring all the workers to pull at the 

same moment in the same direction, and this requires perfect coordination among the members of the 

building team (Keller and Gordon 2009, 45). 

These actions require:  

[1] the ability to assess the right ‘consistency and flexibility’ of leaves to build a new home;  
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[2] the coordination of ants’ actions in order to fold the leaf in question, which means all the ants 

participating in the living chain relate to the leaf as a leaf (they do not confuse leaves with twigs), and 

space as space; 

[3] the involvement of some form of conceptually-based agency, as ants can identify when a colleague 

needs some form of help with a leaf (as a leaf), and decide to act in the exact way they need to in a 

coordinated manner to achieve the goal of folding the leaf.  

As in the previous cases we can then argue that ants exist within a shared sensory-conceptuality that 

allows them to make decisions, identify when other conspecifics need help, and act accordingly.  

There are countless examples of coordinated actions undertaken by many other animals: eel and 

groupers hunting (Braithwaite 2010, 106-108); Mosquito fish and Zebrafish swimming in shoals and 

“swim[ming] in tighter” groups and in a more synchronous manner “when predators attack” (Scales 

2017, 152), which suggests that they might have some form of concept of predator. There is also 

evidence of coordination by: bees (Seeley 2010; Winston 2014), dogs (Bräuer et al. 2013), deer (Hutto 

2014), and goats (Stanley and Dunbar, 2013), among many others.11 

                                                           
11 While there is no space in this section to provide a full defence of why being a relational being entails existing in the 
shared animal conceptuality disclosed here, it is important to mention that most, if not all, relational beings identify a 
conspecific as an individual conspecific and therefore most, if not all, animals who are relational exist also within animal 
conceptuality. Some relational animals are: rats who “maintain a communal relationship . . . [and form] bonds with specific 
partners” (Weis et al. 2018, 526); there are multiple fishes whose “decision to join a group [shoal] is an active choice” 
(Bruslé and Quignard 2020, 163), for instance, Japanese rice fish, (Oryzias latipes) are attracted by conspecifics’ “speed of 
movement” (ibid., 163) (read: speed of movement as speed of movement); Guppies (Poecilia reticulate) “prefer to associate 
with familiar congeners, especially those with whom they have shared a common food… Faithfulness in friendship is based 
here on social experience and sharing food” (ibid., 163); Zebrafish (Danio rerio) “prefer to associate with congeners whose 
color pattern is identical to that of the congeners with whom they have been raised, regardless of their own color” (Bruslé 
and Quignard 2020, 164), which requires seeing colours as colours; trouts (Oncorhynchus mykiss) are even willing to be 
electrically shocked rather than being without a companion (Dunlop et al. 2006, 268), this means that trouts are “able to 
re-evaluate the ‘negative’ zone depending on the context—companion or no companion—and so makes a subjective choice 
about where to spend its time” (Braithwaite 2010, 105).  
Other animals who recognise individuals are: island robins (Petroica longipes) (Garland 2014, 1153); chicken (Marino 2017, 
137); pigs (Sus Scrofa) (Brajon et al. 2015, 1314); sheep (Knolle 2017, 8-9); cows (Coulon 2011, 287-288); cichlids 
(Braithwaite 2010, 91-94); Mozambican whitetail damselfish (Dascyllus aruanus) (Bruslé and Quignard 2020, 152); Polisters 
paper wasps (P. fuscatus) (Sheehan et al, 2014); pikas (Ochotona princeps) (Conner 1985); guinea pigs (Cavia porcellus) (Jäckel 
and Trillmich 2003); brown bats (Myotis lucifugus) (Kazial et al. 2008); lizards (Podarcis hispanica) (Font and Desilis 2002); 
Australian sea lions (Neophoca cinerea) (Pitcher et al. 2010); dogs (Canis lupus familiaris) (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; Meijer 
2019b); and goats (Capra hircus) (Briefer et al. 2011).  
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5.3. The Sensory-Conceptual Space of Animal Language: When Animals Exist  

In this section I further advance the argument that animals exist in a shared language/sensory-

conceptual space through three case studies. To this end, I first uncover, contra Heidegger, that animals 

are-towards-death by virtue of existing in animal conceptuality. The second case engages with Alasdair 

Cochrane’s argument that animals do not have an intrinsic interest in liberty. My aim will be to show 

why animal language is important from the point of view of politics and justice, and to counter the 

sovereign force of Western language. I will demonstrate that animals do have an intrinsic interest in 

liberty by virtue of existing in coanimals’ sensory-conceptuality. Finally, in the third case study I show 

why animal conceptuality is important for the politics of animal research by deconstructing Susana 

Monso’s insights on ants and rats not having, in her view, a concept of death, which reinforces the 

idea that experimenting on animals is not as bad as experimenting on humans (Singer 1975/2009, 19; 

Cochrane 2012, 11).  

5.3.1. Case Study 1: Heidegger’s bees and worms 

In order to develop the notion of animal language I will first outline some insights from Heidegger’s 

theory of language that will serve to disclose several crucial elements of animal conceptuality. A first 

important distinction Heidegger makes – which philosophers such as Cochrane and Monso also 

assume – is between being and the being of beings (Heidegger 1927/2008, S3-4; 1953/2014, 37). For 

Heidegger animals have access to the former but not to the latter. To explain through an example, 

while a pigeon might have access to a chair as mere matter (being), as something on which the pigeon 

can stand on in the same way s/he stands on a branch or a car; the pigeon, Heidegger contends, does 

not have access to a chair as a chair. ‘A chair as a chair’ refers to the human concept of chair, i.e., a 

chair has a telos, a purpose, it is an object where we sit down and that, generally speaking, we do not 

use to eat. We use a table to eat and a chair to sit down. Understanding what a chair and a table are 

involves, for Heidegger, understanding the being of their being, i.e., understanding them conceptually 
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as objects that exist to sit down on (chair) and eat at (table). Heidegger thinks that animals cannot relate 

to chairs as chairs, and tables as tables in this sense.12  

One might wonder why Heidegger thinks that way. Like Aristotle before him, the answer lies in 

language (1927/2008, 25). For Heidegger language (logos), understood as discourse, plays a crucial role 

in accessing entities as entities. As we saw in Chapter Two, the logos (language) “bring[s] various 

dispersed things together into a unity” (Heidegger 1939/1998, 213) – unity meaning concept. In 

Heidegger’s eyes, this means that when humans look at chairs, stones, trees, and animals, we do not 

merely see matter. We distinguish these entities conceptually and exist in the world by sensing entities 

as entities. I say ‘distinguish,’ but one should not think of distinguishing only in the usual sense of 

consciously discriminating through thought between different entities – although this conception of 

distinction is important for Heidegger too (Gradz 2018, 263). ‘Distinction’ should also be read as our 

everyday life way of being in the world. When we walk on a pavement and without thinking the 

pavement appears as such, and cars, the sky, trees, pigeons, humans, and so on appear as such, this 

happens because we exist conceptually in the world. In other words, language lets “something be seen 

in its togetherness . . . letting it be seen as something” (Heidegger 1927/2008, 33). Hence, insofar as 

animals do not exist in language, Heidegger contends, they cannot relate to entities as entities.  

This is crucial for a number of reasons. First, the aforementioned does not intend to be a mere 

theory that one can think about and reflect on. Heidegger’s insights are and intend to be ontological: 

Heidegger is seeking to disclose what being-in-the world is for humans and animals. Second, due to 

the mistaken ontological edifice that Heidegger “discloses,” he is able to argue that humans, and only 

humans, are in the world. The reason Heidegger can make this argument relates to the human ability 

to relate to our-selves conceptually as the kind of selves that we are, and to entities as the kind of 

entities they are. To be, for Heidegger, involves existing in a conceptual manner, and insofar as animals 

are not in the world in a conceptual manner by virtue of being languageless (Elden 2006, 280), they are 

not at all, i.e., they do not truly exist. Third, this has a decisive consequence at the ethico-political level 

                                                           
12 See generally Heidegger 1929-1930. For a detailed examination of Heidegger’s human/animal divide and why he denies 
that animals can access entities as entities, see Lindberg 2004; Elden 2006; Calarco 2008, 16-31; Buchanan 2008, 71-88; and 
Oliver 2009, 193-207. 
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for animals. Animals, for Heidegger, are not towards death. As he famously claimed: “the animal cannot 

die” (Heidegger 1929-1930, 257), and “mortals are they who can experience death as death. The animal 

cannot do so” (Heidegger 1971/1982, 106-107).13  

The reader should know that this same feature is crucial for philosophers such as Peter Singer to, 

for example, determine whether it is preferable to undertake invasive research on certain animals, some 

humans with cognitive disabilities, or abled humans (Singer 1975/2009, 19). This is precisely one of 

the key aspects I will contest in section 5.3.3 (on Monso), as animals are, I will argue, towards death: 

animals are mortals in a sensory-conceptual sense (but not quite Heidegger’s). Crucially, stating that 

animals are mortals does not merely imply that they die biologically speaking. What will be at stake 

when discussing the question of being-towards-death relates to a conceptual way of being in the world 

in which coanimals live with death in their horizon. What is important is whether death determines 

what animals do, their experiences, how they act, their everyday lives, and so on. At any rate, this way 

of thinking leads Heidegger to assert that the “manner of being in general” (1929-1930, 238) of the 

animal is captivation. In contrast to humans’ conceptual mode of being-in-the-world, captivation 

connotes that animals are absorbed in themselves (Heidegger 1929-1930, 238) and cannot reflect, 

abstract, be aware of their own selves, and be-towards-death (Oliver 2009, 202). 

Worms are-towards-death 

To understand why animals are-towards-death, let us consider first the case of worms. Heidegger says 

that worms escape from moles when moles pursue them (1929-1930, 237). Note that he uses exactly 

those words (“pursue” and “escape from”) and does so to refute the Cartesian understanding of 

animals as mere machines. Heidegger’s intention is to distance himself from Descartes, and make clear 

                                                           
13 Several authors influenced by Derrida have questioned whether one can be-towards-death as death insofar as it is 
something that “never arrives in the ego’s time” (Beardsworth 1996, 131). Further, the argument follows, one gets to 
intimate death through another (the ‘I’ cannot apprehend death as death on her own) (ibid., 118; Wolfe 2008, 22, 2010b, 
83-84; Pick 2011, 12-13). While I am sympathetic towards this view, I still think that it is worth using the language of being-
towards-death and talking of death as being in our animal horizon because this discourse allows us to explain that the 
existences, actions, and experiences of many beings are determined by the possibility of dying, that is, by being vulnerable 
mortals. I want to maintain these notions because I do not wish to use the cognitive discourse of having a concept of death 
used by authors such as Monso (see 5.3.3), but rather suggest that our animal existence, actions, and everyday lives are 
constituted by the possibility of dying – as opposed to merely perishing or ceasing to exist (Calarco 2002, 21). My contention 
will be that animals (including humans) are-towards-death, but not quite in Heidegger’s sense. I will also argue that this fact 
has normative bearing because being-towards-death entails having an interest in the continuance of one’s life.  
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that animals’ actions are not like the leaves falling from trees. However, as we have seen, Heidegger 

does not think that animals relate to entities conceptually like humans do. Instead, worms are merely 

driven instinctually to escape from moles: the animal for Heidegger is “taken by its surroundings” 

(Buchanan 2008, 78) – absorbed, as it were.  

It is worth pausing here. Recall that worms can judge which part a leaf should be grasped according 

to the shape and flexibility of the leaf in question (Darwin 1881, 65-68) (5.2.2). This tells us that far 

from being merely captivated in an instinctual manner, as Heidegger claims, worms, instead, make 

judgements and can conceptually evaluate from what point leaves should be taken into burrows. Now, 

we know that when worms’ lives are under threat by predators such as moles, they literally run for 

their lives! They escape and move faster than usual. This, together with the case of leaves explained 

above, makes it difficult to deny that worms are at some level conceptually in the world, in such a way 

that they experience being pursued and being in mortal danger. So, given that worms can identify 

leaves’ shape and flexibility conceptually, and given that they behave as ‘escaping from’ a predator 

when they are being ‘pursued,’ is it not more reasonable to assume that they are-towards-death in some 

form of conceptuality rather than assuming they are-not-towards-death at all? Note that relating to 

leaves as leaves and shape as shape is not a banal matter: it involves being in space as space and 

identifying entities as entities. If worms relate to leaves, shape, consistency, space and entities 

conceptually, should we not think that they do the same when it comes to predators when they are 

prey?14  

This is not to say that humans are-towards-death and identify predators like worms do. My 

argument is rather that there exists a shared sensory-conceptual space in which coanimals are-towards-

death. And this sensory-conceptual dimension is neither about being-towards-death in Heidegger’s 

human-logocentric sense, nor Heidegger’s mere instinctual captivation. This is a coanimal way of 

being-towards-death: we sense death similarly, we act and make decisions by having death in our 

                                                           
14 Weil says something along similar lines: “wouldn’t it be more appropriate, for instance, to say that knowledge of the rock 
or sun ‘as such’ is specifically human knowledge, but not knowledge ‘as such’?” (2012, 30). 
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horizon, and by conceptually feeling and experiencing that we are vulnerable mortals.15 In other words, 

what I am trying to get at is that there is an animal being of beings to which coanimals have access, 

that is to say, coanimals do not exist in a world that is bare reality. We all exist in a conceptual world 

in which we see form as form, experience what is flexible as flexible, see a hiding place when we are 

pursued as a hiding place, and so on. The point is that our embodied existence is intrinsically conceptual. 

Honeybees: on presence and absence 

To develop our understanding of what existing in animal conceptuality entails, let us turn towards a 

second example provided by Heidegger: bees eating honey. Heidegger says, in response to an example 

offered by Jacob Von Uexküll: “the bee finds a drop of honey in a clover blossom . . . It sucks it up, 

stops sucking, and flies away again . . . Why does the bee fly away? Because the honey is no longer 

present, comes the answer. Well and good. But does the bee recognize the fact that the honey is no 

longer present? Does it fly away because it has recognized this fact?” (1929-1930, 241). Underlying 

these questions lies Heidegger’s primary concern: whether bees can recognize honey like humans, that 

is, as humans do. Heidegger asks: “does… the bee recognize the honey as present?” In order to answer 

these questions Heidegger examines the following case:  

A bee was placed before a little bowl filled with . . . honey . . . The bee . . . begins to suck and then after 

a while breaks off this driven activity of sucking and flies off, leaving the rest of the honey still present 

in the bowl . . . It has been observed that if its abdomen is carefully cut away while it is sucking, a bee 

will simply carry on regardless even while the honey runs out of the bee from behind. This shows 

conclusively that the bee by no means recognizes the presence of too much honey (Heidegger 1929-

1930, 242).16 

                                                           
15 Some readers might think that I am referring to sentience here. While I am certainly talking of an animal form of 
awareness, I am not referring to animals’ ability to experience pain and pleasure – which is a crucial component of how 
sentience is usually understood. Further, the conception of awareness that vulnerability and mortality captures at this 
instance seeks to displace rationalistic conceptions of awareness of the kind discussed by authors like Wise (1999) and 
Cochrane (2012). Given that many sentientist authors would not regard the above-mentioned discussion as a sentientist 
one, and sentientist logics are problematic – see Chapter One – I do not situate my intervention within the sentientist 
paradigm.  
16 For a detailed discussion of this fragment, see Oliver 2009, 196-197, 201-206. 
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I want to read this case through the insights on animal language advanced so far and other ethological 

evidence on bees.17 Worker honeybees “routinely spend more of their lives resting than working” 

(Winston 2014, 174). For this reason, Winston proposes that we call honeybees ‘resters’ rather than 

workers (2014, 174-175). Incredibly, when half to two thirds of bees are killed or die due to nest 

damage, disease, or humans’ activities, the swarm recovers its initial numbers in a short period of time. 

Winston and colleagues tested what individual bees did to recover, and whether this had an impact on 

the bees:  

When a colony’s population suddenly drops, the remaining workers begin foraging at younger ages. 

They also work harder by returning to their nest with heavier nectar loads than bees from more populous 

colonies, often carrying maximal weight to the point that they can barely take off from their last visited 

flower . . .  

The net result is that weakened colonies catch up in every measurable way by the end of the season, 

with adult populations as large as in unstressed colonies and with as much honey stored. This tradeoff 

between working hard and dying young is highly adaptive for colonies but tough on individuals, who 

sacrifice their personal longevity for the good of the hive (Winston 2014, 176). 

These observations lead Winston to conclude that “bees in unstressed colonies are restaholics” (ibid., 

176) so that they can live longer. That bees relate through some form of conceptuality to stored honey 

as stored honey is attested by the fact that they rest for most of their lives: when honey is plentiful they 

rest. The fact that bees also relate to the absence of honey is evinced by the fact that they overwork 

when there is not enough honey stored. Further, the fact that resting is so crucial for the survival of 

the colony (Winston 2014, 177) suggests that bees might be somehow aware that it is vital to spend 

most of their lives resting, as they do when there is enough honey stored – bear in mind that bees are 

very social and when they are not resting they are constantly interacting with each other in the hive 

                                                           
17 First, however, a preliminary note on the ethics of the experiment and Heidegger’s silence in this respect seems 
unavoidable. The experiment is ethically impermissible because bees were being killed to conduct the experiment. 
Heidegger, however, does not even mention that the experiment might have been ethically flawed. This lack of ethical 
sensitivity stems from Heidegger’s ontology: animals live in a mere instinctual (1929-1930, 242) manner, animals cannot die 
and therefore killing them is of no ethical significance. Once more we see that our ontological point of departure inheres 
in our ethico-politics. 
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(Seeley 2010; Winston 2014). Also, recall bees’ decision-making process in relation to choosing where 

to establish a new nest-site, and my argument that this process requires being within a conceptuality 

that allows bees to evaluate, communicate preferences, and make decisions accordingly as both 

individuals and collectives.  

What does all this mean for the case that concerns us? Bees might not recognise ‘honey as 

something present’ in the anthropocentric way Heidegger describes, i.e., in a reflexive manner that 

requires human logos (discourse). This does not mean, however, that bees relate to honey in a mere 

captivated manner either. It is the space beyond this dichotomy that we should identify as animal 

conceptuality. The difference between Heidegger’s stance and the theory of language presented here 

lies in that the latter does not direct us to think that this conceptual space is something within which 

coanimals are merely driven (as Heidegger thought (1929-1930, 238-242)), but as a space that is shared 

between human and nonhuman animals and within which we make decisions.  

Bees can assess whether a nest-site is appropriate by considering “entrance size, entrance direction, 

entrance height above the ground, entrance height above the cavity floor, cavity volume, and presence 

of combs in the cavity” (Seeley 2010, 54). It is clear that such assessment requires being in the world 

conceptually and relating to space as space, evaluating multiple factors, and bringing “various dispersed 

things together into a unity,” i.e., a concept (Heidegger 1939/1998, 213). All this should lead us to 

accept the possibility that when bees’ abdomens are cut open and they cannot identify how much 

honey they have taken in, bees continue to feed because their task is crucial for the survival of the hive. 

To be sure, we cannot be certain that this is the case, but all considered it is likely. 

Before continuing, I want to note a tendency amongst anthropocentric thinkers that is apparent in 

the case analysed and that will also be apparent in Monso’s case (4.3.3). In the experiment, the bees’ 

abdomens were cut.18 Based on this, Heidegger judges whether bees relate to honey as honey or not. 

A question: why doesn’t Heidegger consider whether humans can relate to honey as honey if they are 

robbed of their ability to taste, touch, and see? Why didn’t Heidegger test whether humans identify 

                                                           
18 For a careful reading of Heidegger regarding this experiment, see Buchanan 2008, 78-88.  
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honey as honey by hearing? It seems fallacious to judge whether animals can do this or that, if we take 

away from them abilities that are crucial for them to undertake whatever task they are being tested for. 

Different coanimals exist in the world differently, and we use different sensory-conceptual tools to 

navigate the world. How can we, humans, make judgements about others by robbing them of their 

tools? Once more, we see that the sovereign has “the right not to respond, he has the right to the 

silence of that dissymmetry. He has the right to a certain irresponsibility” (Derrida 2008b, 57).  

5.3.2. Case Study 2: Cochrane’s unfree dogs, and Max’s intrinsic interest in liberty 

In this subsection I will argue that many animals have an intrinsic interest in liberty and that they have 

this interest by virtue of existing in the shared animal conceptuality discussed so far. Alongside this 

aim, I also intend to show that animal conceptuality can play a crucial role in contesting human 

sovereignty over animals and in serving as a counter-force to Western language. To this end, I will first 

deconstruct Cochrane’s claim that animals do not have an intrinsic interest in liberty. Next, I disclose 

dogs’ intrinsic interest in liberty by examining how Max, a dog friend of mine, authored the rules of a 

game on his own terms. 

First, an explanation of what Cochrane understands by autonomous agent is in order, since this 

concept is key for Cochrane to deny that animals have an intrinsic interest in liberty. Drawing on Kant, 

Cochrane regards “moral and autonomous agents” as those with “the capacity to reason about and act 

on moral principles, as well as the capacity to fashion, to some extent, their own destiny” (Cochrane 

2012, 8). For Cochrane one can “have desires, a memory, a sense of oneself over time, interests in 

one’s fate, and so on, without also having the capacities of moral and autonomous agency” (ibid., 8). 

He alludes to common sense to support this claim, since Cochrane states that “most of us would 

recognize that while the majority of human beings can legitimately be described as moral and 

autonomous agents, the majority of nonhuman creatures cannot” (ibid., 8).  

This move is surprising given that, as Cochrane well knows, our common sense is constituted by 

an anthropocentric and carnistic culture. As we have seen in previous chapters, our subjectivities have 

been formed by the anthropocentric and sovereign force of Western language. Hence, prima facie, 
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statements that allude to common sense (‘most of us’) in the context of denying that animals have 

certain capacities should be looked at with scepticism. This initial scepticism is corroborated by the 

lack of ethological evidence provided by Cochrane when he claims, throughout Animal Rights without 

Liberation, that animals are not autonomous agents (Cochrane 2012, 8-14, 72-73, 78, 115). Some 

examples of Cochrane’s unsubstantiated claims are: “most animals are not autonomous agents with 

the capacity to reflect on, choose, and pursue their own goals.19 They thus have no interest in leading 

their own freely chosen lives” (ibid., 72); and “recall that Kantian dignity is possessed solely by those 

entities with sufficient cognitive complexity to be described as moral and autonomous agents. Clearly 

most sentient animals do not have this type of dignity” (ibid., 115). In both cases, Cochrane does not 

provide evidence to substantiate the claims.  

Cochrane attempts to justify the claim that animals do not have an intrinsic interest in liberty by 

arguing that they “lack the capacities of autonomous agency” (ibid., 11), i.e., “the ability to frame, 

revise, and pursue their own conception of the good” (ibid., 11; Cochrane 2016, 20). Because animals 

are not autonomous agents for Cochrane, they are not harmed if their liberty is truncated, or if they 

“are prevented from leading their own chosen lives . . ., used for particular purposes, or even have 

their desires shaped and moulded by others” (ibid., 11). As we will see in a moment, the alleged truth 

of these claims rests entirely on Cochrane’s definition of autonomous agency. 

Cochrane continues by asserting: “because most humans possess the ability to frame, revise, and 

pursue their own conceptions of the good, they have an intrinsic interest in governing their own lives” 

(ibid., 11), which leads him to argue that  

[i]nterfering with them [abled humans], using them against their will, and moulding their desires are 

usually incredibly harmful to [abled] human beings. As a result of this difference, then, some practices 

that are objectionable when done to [abled] humans are not objectionable when done to animals, [and 

people with severe cognitive disabilities]: keeping an animal as a pet is quite unlike keeping a[n abled] 

human as a slave; using animals to undertake certain types of work is quite unlike coercing [abled] human 

                                                           
19 Cochrane explains that he says “most” because cetaceans and great apes figure as potential candidates to be autonomous 
agents in the terms he discusses (2012, 11-12). 
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beings to labour; buying and selling animals is quite unlike trading [abled] human beings; and so on. 

Since the vast majority of animals [and people with severe cognitive disabilities] have no intrinsic interest 

in liberty, they have no fundamental right to freedom and to liberation (Cochrane 2012, 11). 

Cochrane qualifies this argument by asserting that the aim of the book is not to “deny the obvious 

point that all kinds of uses, exploitation, and ownership of animals cause harm to animals” (ibid., 12). 

His theory supports animal rights, and thinks animals have an instrumental interest in liberty because 

confining animals or “model painful and deadly diseases” (ibid., 12) harms animals. Cochrane’s 

argument is not based, therefore, on animals’ intrinsic interest in liberty but on their instrumental 

interest in liberty. In other words, animals have an interest in not being harmed, and insofar as 

confining animals harms them, we humans should not confine animals (Cochrane 2012, 12).  

In short, without providing evidence, Cochrane makes the all-encompassing claim that most 

animals are not autonomous agents. Two important questions to ask are: what theory of 

language/conceptuality, and hence ontology, underlies Cochrane’s claims? And, from what vantage 

point does Cochrane make such claims? We can find the answer to the first question in these fragments: 

“moral and autonomous agents . . . have the capacity to reason about and act on moral principles, as 

well as the capacity to fashion, to some extent, their own destiny” (ibid., 8); an autonomous agent holds 

“the ability to frame, revise, and pursue their own conception of the good” (Cochrane 2012, 11); “most 

animals are not autonomous agents with the capacity to reflect on, choose, and pursue their own goals” 

(ibid., 72). From these statements we can infer that Cochrane:  

[1] thinks that only most humans can ‘frame, revise, and pursue their own conceptions of the good’ 

because we, abled humans, can logocentrically (‘the capacity to reason’) reflect upon what the good is, 

and based on such reflection decide which conception of the good we want to pursue; 

[2] contends that most animals cannot shape their own destiny because they do not relate to the world 

in the human-like abstract manner outlined above. The argument is that since animals cannot ask 

questions like ‘what is the good?’ and act according to a reflected answer on such a question, they 

cannot truly shape their own destiny (notice the similarity with Heidegger’s thinking here); 
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[3] assumes that there is an inextricable link between having the ability to shape one’s destiny in a 

human-like manner and having an intrinsic interest in having a fundamental right to liberty. 

To summarise, Cochrane’s ontology assumes that only those beings endowed with reason, 

understood in the humanistic Kantian sense, have an intrinsic interest in liberty – bear in mind these 

three points as I will refer to them below.20  

 In what follows I first show that Cochrane’s claims are made from a position of epistemic and 

ontological sovereignty. It is important to understand this because the sovereign is formed by Western 

conceptuality, and one of the most important contributions of theorising animal language is that it can 

serve as a counter-force to Western language. Hence, after deconstructing Cochrane’s sovereignty, I 

will show how animal conceptuality can counter the force of Western language.  

Cochrane’s sovereignty 

Dinesh Wadiwel argues that humans’ sovereign right over animals necessitates “a human claim of 

freedom” which in turn “requires the unfreedom of animals as its guarantee [(humans’ property 

rights)]. Freedom in this sense is not connected to equality . . . In Foucault’s words ‘freedom is the 

ability to deprive others of their freedom’” (Wadiwel 2015, 23). Cochrane’s “argument” is, precisely, 

that animals do not have an intrinsic interest in liberty and that humans have a right to ‘unfree animals.’ 

I write quotation marks in “argument” because Cochrane’s claims are unsubstantiated and depend 

entirely on a definition of autonomous agent that excludes most animals from having an intrinsic 

interest in liberty by default. This is symptomatic of Cochrane assuming a position of epistemic 

sovereignty: he denies other animals access to the political community through an epistemic act, i.e., 

defining autonomous agency as something exclusively possessed by abled humans.   

Cochrane’s stance is clearly framed within the “limits of ethical possibility” created by “the inter-

subjective, institutional and epistemic violence that sovereignty construes” (Wadiwel 2015, 55). This is 

                                                           
20 Some authors, notoriously Charlotte Blattner, have critically responded to Cochrane by arguing that many animals have 
abilities which show that animals have an intrinsic interest in liberty. For instance, “giant pandas, polar bears, goats and 
sheep, and many other animals were less stressed and made positive behavioural changes when provided with, e.g., more 
space, access to different rooms, or a choice about where to spend time” (Blattner 2020, 96). Blattner substantiates her 
claim by drawing on ethological evidence that supports the idea that animals do have an intrinsic interest in liberty 
(Anderson et al. 2002; Owen et al. 2005; and Ross 2006). 



180 
 

so because such a framework “makes us actually believe that there are ‘dumb animals’ and ‘inferior 

humans’ to consider in an ethical framework, displacing the urgent need to address and challenge 

manifest forms of power and violence, and attendant systems of truth, that produce arbitrary 

hierarchized distinctions between otherwise like entities” (Wadiwel 2015, 55). Consider Wadiwel’s 

crucial words by taking into account that Cochrane constructs a truth that reproduces ‘arbitrary 

hierarchized distinctions’ between young infants, people with severe cognitive disabilities and animals 

on the one hand, and abled humans on the other. 

As in Haraway’s case, the very act of not considering ethological evidence attests to the fact that 

Cochrane is operating under the gaze of the Western logos and being epistemically violent (Spivak 

1988, Wadiwel 2019). In other words, when Cochrane dismisses with a mere wave of the hand (read: 

through an anthropocentric definition of agency) the possibility that animals are autonomous agents, 

he does so, at least in great part, because he is subjectively structured by Western language to be 

sovereign, and hold, therefore, the epistemic and ontological position and power to simply state that 

animals cannot do such and such, and based on this empty claim deprive animals of their intrinsic 

interest in having a right to liberty.21 This, as Donaldson acutely puts it, “is antithetical to a participatory 

ethic in which animals explore and discover their good, in conjunction with others, as individuals and 

members of collectivities” (Donaldson 2020a, 719 fn16).  

Disclosing animals’ intrinsic interest in liberty contra Cochrane 

Let us examine now how animal conceptuality can counter the force of Western language, and why 

many animals have an intrinsic interest in liberty. Cochrane says that dogs who work in places like 

the theatre and on television are not harmed by being trained if the they are happy, and no harm, 

“all else being equal,22 . . . is being done to them” (Cochrane 2012, 12-13). The reason is that dogs, 

for Cochrane, are not autonomous agents and therefore they do not have an “interest in leading 

their own freely chosen lives” (ibid., 13). 

                                                           
21 See Chapters One and Two. 
22 For a critique of the ‘all else being equal’ clause, see Sunaura Taylor’s Beasts of Burden (2017, 69). 
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This thinking evinces that Cochrane is unaware of coanimals’ shared sensory-conceptual 

space.23 What I want to argue here is that the way dogs exist and identify entities as entities shows 

us that they do make decisions and have an intrinsic interest in those decisions being respected. To 

be clear, my argument will not relate to whether dogs reflect abstractly in the sense Cochrane 

(influenced by Kant) discusses – point one above. My argument instead operates at the level of 

Cochrane’s second point, i.e., the ability to shape one’s destiny, and hence be an agent. In what 

follows, the crux of the matter will reside in identifying the reason one can shape one’s destiny, and 

what shaping one’s destiny can entail if our point of departure is not one of sovereignty. Let us 

turn again towards animals (Kim 2015, 20). 

It so happens that a dog has lived in most of the houses where I have lived. At the beginning of 

May 2020 I moved to a new home in London. One of my human housemates introduced me to a dog 

friend of hers named Max. From the beginning I had the intention of developing a relationship with 

Max that would be co-authored between both of us, and mainly authored by Max. I was aware that 

historically, politically and legally speaking I held (and hold) a position of sovereignty over Max. 

Further, the insights developed in Chapters One to Three on sovereignty and the work of Sue 

Donaldson and Will Kymlicka have influenced me to hold the following as ethico-political prerogatives 

regarding how the terms of human-animal relationships should be established: [1] animal agency 

emerges by “expecting agency, looking for agency, and enabling agency” (Donaldson and Kymlicka 

2011, 110) and [2] it is by creating a space of freedom that animals’ “individual personalit[ies] and 

agenc[ies] emerge” (ibid., 111). In more concrete terms, this meant that when Max and I were 

introduced I did not move towards him. Instead, I kneeled and looked at him while waiting for his 

response. Max approached me and sniffed at me. I then stroked Max’s body, which he seemed to like, 

as he did not move away. Max and I read each other’s bodies, and I read his response as welcoming 

the scratching.  

                                                           
23 It is worth mentioning that, as Rosamund Young puts it: “a dog who feels free to make such a distinction [to come when 
called or not] shows more of his thoughts and feelings in a single day than a rigid trained, hyperdisciplined dog can show 
in a lifetime” (1993, xx-xxi). Similarly, Donaldson argues that if “we mould animals (and their adaptive preferences) to fit 
roles of our choosing, we deprive them of the opportunity to explore and possibly discover a preferred life, by their own 
lights. We also deny them the agency that comes from making choices, and learning to make better choices” (2020a, 719). 
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Soon after we met, Max decided that he wanted to play with his tennis balls with me. The decision 

was his: he literally grabbed one of his tennis balls with his mouth and threw it at me. I took his action 

to be an invitation to play. Since I like football, and am often cooking when we play, I tend to kick the 

ball back to Max with my foot. I mention this because we have come to develop a sort of football 

game. To explain, the kitchen floor doesn’t have a carpet, while the corridor outside the kitchen does 

have carpet, and there is a door that separates the kitchen from the corridor. This forms a sort of goal-

football field situation: the door frame and carpet create a clear line between the kitchen space and the 

corridor space. At some point soon after we started to play, Max, on his own, situated himself at the 

very edge of the carpet (outside the kitchen), as I kicked the ball from the kitchen. Max likes it this way 

and has taught me that the aim of the game, as he has authored it almost entirely, is to catch the ball 

as soon as it trespasses the virtual line that separates the kitchen floor (football pitch) from the door 

frame and carpet (goal).  

I have sometimes tempted Max to catch the ball by placing it a few centimetres from his mouth 

while the ball remains on my side of the playing field (kitchen floor). Most times he tries to grab the 

tennis ball by putting his paws at the very edge of the carpet and leaning his head towards the ball to 

grab it without crossing the line – Max crosses ‘the line’ when the ball is so close that he can no longer 

resist the temptation. Otherwise, I simply kick the ball and Max attempts a catch once it crosses the 

line. Then he throws it back at me with his nose or mouth and I kick it back and so on: that’s the game.  

I think that in this example we can see how agency is enabled and constituted by animal 

conceptuality, and why understanding that coanimals exist in a shared animal ontological-conceptuality 

is crucial to enabling Max’s agency. First, I assumed that Max and I inhabited a shared sensory-

conceptual world in which Max identified me as an individual, and related to entities as entities: the 

kitchen floor as distinct from the corridor’s carpet, the ball as ball and so on. My argument is that Max’s 

sensory-conceptual way of being in the world and relating to entities is a precondition for understanding 

that Max is an agent whose decisions ought to be respected. To illustrate through the reverse scenario, 

let us assume that Max’s way of being was not sensory-conceptual but merely instinctual: how could 

he then identify a ‘goal’ and decide that the aim of the game is to catch the ball once it crosses the line? 
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Bear in mind that Max was the one who established this rule. Further, how could Max have 

communicated to me that we were playing this game in the terms we play it? It seems to me that the 

most reasonable answer is that there is a shared sensory-conceptual animal space within which we both 

exist and are aware of, even though this might only be implicit for Max.  

Through this example we can also see that Max shapes his own destiny and why he does so, which 

contests Cochrane’s claim that animals do not have the “capacity to fashion . . . their own destiny” 

(2012, 8), and subsequently the position advanced here also challenges Cochrane’s argument that 

animals do not have an intrinsic interest in liberty (ibid., 11). The reason why Max shapes his own 

destiny is that he is in the world in such a sensory-conceptual manner that he can identify entities as 

entities, ponder what he wants to do (play) and how he wants to do so (by being behind the line and 

playing ‘football-like’ games). In other words, Max is a decision-maker who has an intrinsic interest in 

flourishing as the kind of being he is. Insofar as Max is the kind of being who can author games, decide 

where he wants to live and with whom he wants to forge relationships and so on, he has an intrinsic 

interest in liberty (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011).    

Certainly, Cochrane would still disagree with my argument because for him one can shape one’s 

own destiny only if one is autonomous in the Kantian sense. But as we have seen, this way of thinking 

about agency is anthropocentric and assumes human sovereignty, both of which are wrong from the 

point of view of ontology and justice.24 Why should the human species’ normative model of decision-

making be what determines all coanimals’ intrinsic interest in liberty?  (Taylor 2017, 131-132, 136). 

What does it matter whether coanimals choose and pursue their own goals in the human-like manner? 

What matters is that coanimals do make choices and do pursue our own goals. That is why we, animals, have 

an intrinsic interest in liberty.25 

Max’s case also illustrates my claim that our animal existence is a sensory-conceptual one, that is, 

that our embodied existence occurs within animal conceptuality: Max and I see (sense) the door as 

                                                           
24 See Chapters One to Four.  
25 I would like to strengthen my argument by directing the reader’s attention towards the work of other authors who argue 
that animals are agents with an intrinsic interest in liberty: Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 103-122, 2015; Calarco 2015, 
2020; Wadiwel 2016, 2018; Taylor 2017; Meijer 2019a, 2019b; Blattner 2020. All these authors substantiate their arguments 
by drawing extensively on ethological evidence.  
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door, the ball as ball, and so on. Max smells and hears me cooking, and hence he somehow thinks ‘time 

to play.’ This should direct us to notice why animal language/conceptuality can counter the force of 

Western language. It is by being attentive to the former that the split mind-body and abstract-sensory, 

among others, should be seen as mistaken. Unfortunately, Cochrane does not seem to be aware of our 

common animal way of existing, as his argument evinces. It is as if he only cared about the ideal of the 

rational human head; it is as if animals “psyche had been cleanly amputated from their sensing, feeling, 

and intuiting bodies” (Müeller 2017, 53). In some respects, Cochrane’s thinking seems remarkably 

Cartesian, and oblivious to ecofeminists’ insights since there is no mention of what our embodied 

existence involves at the level of his tacit theory of conceptuality (Donovan and Adams 2007; Jenkins 

2012, 508; Adams and Gruen 2014; Blattner 2020).26  

Reading Max’s example in contrast to Cochrane’s thinking should reveal not only that coanimals 

exist in a sensory-conceptual space within which we exercise our agency, but also show how crucial it 

is to read, live, and think with animals from such a vantage point, that is, as coanimals. I want to make 

explicit that this is not merely a matter of holding or dropping this or that power, but rather of being 

attentive and sensitive to a shared way to live and exist. As Calarco puts it in relation to experiences of 

indistinction, such experiences “refer not so much to common powers over which we have control but 

to shared conditions into which we fall, into which we are thrown, side by side with animals and the 

more-than-human world” (Calarco 2020, 32).  

In short, one of the crucial arguments so far is that if animal conceptuality were one of the 

dominant structuring forces of our subjectivities and institutions, writers such as Cochrane and 

Heidegger would not make the claims they do. Or, to put it differently, when authors like Meijer, and 

Donaldson and Kymlicka argue that animals are agents by inspecting first, humbly, who animals are, 

and from that vantage point they build a political theory that is sensitive to animals’ agencies, they do 

so by assuming that there is a shared sensory-conceptual space among animals, and because such a space 

exists. Even though Meijer, and Donaldson and Kymlicka do not articulate the aforementioned per se, 

                                                           
26 On this, see also chapters Four and Six.  



185 
 

the philosophy of language advanced so far is implicit in their thinking, as it is in the thinking of many 

other authors.27  

Finally, it is important to note that Max’s case should not leave us content: would Max have chosen 

to play with me if he held a de jure and de facto right to liberty, and our architecture and transport systems 

were designed in such a way that urban environments such as London were save for Max to roam 

around freely? Or would he have chosen to play with other dog friends? Or would he have preferred 

to play other games with me, or other humans and/or other coanimals?28  

5.3.3. Case Study 3: Being-towards-death and animal experimentation  

I would like to turn our attention towards two cases discussed by Susana Monso (2019) in relation to 

how ants and rats are, or are not, towards death. The reader should read what follows through the 

theory of animal conceptuality developed so far. This section should help to develop the insights 

advanced in the previous two sections, but on this occasion in relation to contemporary scientific 

research on animals. My intervention will show that the argument that experimenting on animals is not 

as bad as experimenting on abled humans (Singer 1975/2009, 19; Cochrane 2012, 11) is flawed.  

Following the work of Allen (1999), Glock (2000), and Newen and Bartels (2007), Monso explains 

that “mere discrimination is not enough for concept possession” (Monso 2019, 4). In her article ‘How to 

Tell If Animals Can Understand Death,’ Monso analyses the example of necrophoresis in ants, which 

involves the removal of dead conspecifics “from their nests, something that presupposes the capacity 

to discriminate dead individuals” (Monso 2019, 4). In contrast to discrimination, possessing a concept 

of death entails, for Monso, recognising cognitively that “dead individuals cannot come back to life” 

(Monso 2019, 7), and “requires the ability to process non-functionality and irreversibility [my italics]” 

(Monso and Osuna-Mascaró 2020, 13) like abled humans do.  

Monso and other researchers argue that ants do not possess a concept of death because they 

remove any object that has been sprayed with oleic acid, including living ants who have been sprayed. 

                                                           
27 Hribal 2003; Donovan and Adams 2007; Adams and Gruen 2014; Calarco 2015; Gruen 2015; Haraway 2016; Taylor 
2017; Wadiwel 2016, 2018; Blattner 2020; Deckha 2020c. 
28 See Chapter Six. 
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Oleic acid is a substance that dead ants give off and is identified by living ants as death. Similarly, rats 

give off a substance (putrescine or cadaverine) when they are decaying which is detected by 

conspecifics through olfaction. Monso explains that “rats have been found to bury anaesthetised 

conspecifics and pieces of wood that have been sprinkled with either of these two components” 

(Monso 2019, 4).29 Monso concludes that neither ants nor rats have a concept of death on the basis of 

the following premise: 

An animal can sometimes mistake beings that are asleep or in a coma for dead beings and still possess 

a concept of death. However, if the animal were to get it wrong every single time, then it would not make 

sense to credit her with an understanding of death, even a minimal one. So, some degree of reliability is 

required (Monso 2019, 10). 

This premise might appear as reasonable at first, but it is not so. Recall from Chapter Two that 

Westerners’ way of being in the world has been and continues to be primarily visual. Even the human’s 

possession of concepts is tainted by what is visual. 30  To determine whether Monso’s claims are 

anthropocentric and logocentric or founded upon reliable evidence, we would need to make a 

tremendous effort to empathise with the way rats and ants “see” – “seeing” should be understood here 

as meaning being in the world. What follows should not be read as a fair representation of what rats 

and ants experience, but rather a heuristic device that, supplemented by the theory of animal language 

posited so far, should help us humans to “see” like rats and ants do.   

To illustrate by way of a thought experiment, let us imagine that it is the fifteenth century in Spain, 

and human cadaver replicas, which looked and felt like human bodies but didn’t taste like human 

bodies, were systematically thrown into villages. Let us assume that the villagers thought that an evil 

being was systematically throwing actual human corpses on the villages. If this happened today, 

perhaps at first humans in Spain would be shocked by such a phenomenon and think that the human 

bodies in question were actual corpses. However, for the sake of the argument, let us assume that after 

an autopsy those humans found out that they were not actual dead bodies, but mere replicas. Not so 

                                                           
29 Monso references Pinel et al. 1981. 
30 For an extensive discussion, see Chapters Two and Three. 
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long ago we would have systematically thought that they were actual cadavers. The argument Monso 

puts forth stresses that what matters is whether animals undertake the same actions repeatedly against 

the same or similar stimuli, this being based on a clear cut binary perceptual-conceptual.  

The problem with Monso’s argument is that it fails to empathise with ants and rats’ actions from 

their standpoint (Gruen 2015). In other words, Monso fails to “think from animals” (Despret 2015, 96). 

For humans, wood and a rat look very different thanks to our visual and cognitive abilities. For rats, 

what marks death as death is cadaverine, and for ants what marks death as death is oleic acid. Rather 

than setting up experiments based on human metrics of what marks death as death: visual and human-

like cognitive factors (Monson 2019, 7; Monso and Osuna-Mascaró 2020, 13); we should step back 

and humbly ask: what marks death as death for rats and ants? If the answer is cadaverine and oleic acid, 

it seems only unfair to argue that rats and ants have no concept of death because they identify death 

in an object or living being with such substances – notice the similarity with Heidegger and the bees’ 

experiment in which their abdomens were cut. Again, it is as if humans were confronted with exact 

replicas of human cadavers (cadaverine for rats, oleic acid for ants), and one tested whether humans 

identify such replicas as death in the absence of cadaverine and oleic acid. Confronted with such 

scenario humans would systematically detect such corpses as actual corpses, and not as replicas. An 

experiment of this kind would be flawed, since it would be formicentric and rattucentric: why should 

oleic acid and cadaverine be the feature that marks death as death for all beings?  

I want to make explicit that the abovementioned is especially important for two reasons: [1] not 

having a concept of death has been used to argue that killing and undertaking invasive research on 

nonhuman animals and humans with cognitive disabilities is not as bad as killing and experimenting 

on abled humans (Singer 1975/2009, 19); and [2] given the differences between some species, we 

should be extremely cautious about what we say animals cannot do, particularly given that the current 

established order is violent against animals, anthropocentric, and assumes sovereignty over animals 

epistemically, ethico-politically and ontologically.  

One might wonder: what does the aforementioned have to do with animal language/conceptuality? 

Notice that the previous experiments and Monso’s discussion assume that language is 
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representationalist, and that there is a clear-cut binary between bare reality and concepts. As Monso 

puts it: “the mere ability to discriminate dead individuals, which is what ants and rats seem to possess, 

is based solely on perceptual cues [bare reality] and triggers a reaction that cannot be inhibited or 

modified, but is instead rigid [my emphasis]” (2019, 4).  This implies that on the one hand there are 

entities such as wood, ants, and rats that are independent of language/conceptuality, and on the other 

that there are rats and ants who are meant to identify whether a being is dead in a representationalist 

sense.  

In other words, Monso thinks, like Descartes, that rats and wood sprayed with cadaverine and ants 

sprayed with oleic acid are mere matter. She also regards oleic acid and cadaverine as only perceptual 

cues. Monso’s thinking operates in a scientific-politico epistemic paradigm in which, as Despret 

eloquently puts it, animals are regarded “as limited to ‘reactions’ rather than seeing them as ‘feeling and 

thinking’” (2016, 39). Monso’s work and method assumes a scientific paradigm in which “everything 

becomes predictable. Causes are substituted for reasons for action, whether they are reasonable or 

fanciful, and the term initiative disappears in favour of reaction” (Despret 2016, 39).  

By contrast, the theory of animal language advanced in this chapter is humbler and more responsive 

to difference, and shows that oleic acid and cadaverine are not bare reality. They are not merely chemical 

substances: oleic acid and cadaverine are already conceptual for rats and ants, and they signify death as 

death. That’s what the notion of animal conceptuality brings to the table. To deny this is to once more 

assume a position of sovereignty: we humans decide what marks death as death, and from that vantage 

point judge whether rats and ants are-towards-death or not.  

In short, and as argued so far, our embodied existence is intrinsically conceptual, from ants and 

worms to rats and dogs. I want to insist that: [1] it is paramount that the starting point from which 

humans read reality and live is not one of epistemic and ontological sovereignty over animals, but rather 

of coanimality; [2] given the ethological evidence provided above, we should, as coanimals, regard 

cadaverine and oleic acid as conceptual in the first place, and as a part of rats and ants’ ways of living 

and being in the world; [3] animal conceptuality does exist, and within it coanimals make decisions, 

communicate with each other, and are-towards-death; [4] this means that animals have interests in 
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making decisions, in flourishing as the kind of beings they are, and in the continuation of their 

existence; and [5] for this reason, humans should not experiment upon animals. It is wrong to 

subordinate cadaverine and oleic acid to an anthropocentric, representationalist, rationalist, and visual 

way of being in the world. Instead, I propose to respect and celebrate what constitutes death as death 

for different beings.31  

5.4. The Political Agency of CoAnimals  

In this section I will demonstrate why animal language is the language of zoodemocracy – as per the 

title of this thesis. My contention will be that many animals are political agents because we exist in the 

shared animal language theorised so far. I shall also discuss what constitutes a political act and what 

animal political agency entails. 

Let us first situate this section’s intervention. Angie Pepper (2021) has recently argued that most 

non-human animals, young human infants, and people with severe cognitive disabilities are not political 

agents, as other authors have also contended (Cochrane 2012, Ladwig 2015, Vink 2020). I will limit 

my discussion to Pepper’s case because deconstructing her thinking in relation to the political agency 

of animals will be particularly helpful to situate my intervention in terms of both content and method. 

Pepper (2021) begins her article by saying that she intends to reject Donaldson and Kymlicka’s 

argument that many non-human animals are political agents. This is important, Pepper explains, 

because political agency has normative bearing (2021, 296): those who are regarded as political agents 

ought to have, for example, rights to political participation, while those who are deemed non-political 

agents are excluded from participating in the polis. As is well-known, animals have traditionally been 

excluded from the political community by virtue of being, presumably, languageless (Aristotle, Pol I 

2,1253a10).  

In seven lines at the beginning of the article Pepper first decides who are political agents without 

considering animals’ voices. This way of approaching the investigation is most reasonable, since 

                                                           
31 At this stage, many animal theorists might have a concern regarding the shared sensory-conceptual space theorised here, 
since, one might argue, it opens the door to grant moral standing to plants, fungi and bacteria. See the appendix at the end 
of the thesis, where I address this challenge.   
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Pepper’s point of departure assumes that animals are languageless in the logocentric sense and that 

they are unintentional beings: why and how would animals define political agency if they have no 

language and are not political agents in the first place? Recall Wadiwel’s (2015, 36) crucial words: 

“sovereignty precedes ethics” and politics.32 Pepper bases the exclusion of animals, human infants, and 

people with severe cognitive disabilities on “the intuitive thought [that] . . . three cognitive preconditions 

are necessary for political agency [my emphasis] (Pepper 2021, 298). What is more, she acknowledges 

that “much could be said about what gives an action its distinctively political quality” (ibid., 298), but 

Pepper decides not to say much about what constitutes a political action and instead relies on her 

intuition, which says that what matters when it comes to political agency is the kind of cognition that 

abled rational humans have.  

The point is that Pepper pre-establishes the cognitive capacities that define intentional political 

agency, and then proceeds to examine each capacity. But why should we assume in the first place that 

those cognitive capacities are the capacities to define political agency? Pepper does not question: why 

is it that my [Pepper’s] intuitive thinking leads me to define political agency in such a way that animals 

and “subhumans” are excluded from the political community? The important question is not what 

anthropocentric capacities define political agency, but what constitutes a political action, as Pepper 

herself hints at. In truth, the problem is that Pepper’s investigation does not seriously entertain the 

question ‘what is animal political agency?’ The article assumes that the question of political agency, as 

of language, means ‘what is human political agency?’ And if what one seeks to establish is an 

understanding of political agency that is based exclusively on the paradigmatic ideal of the human, 

what is there to say? 

I would like now to discuss several aspects of Pepper’s discussion on political agency that will serve 

as cautionary touchstones in the proceeding analysis and will start to define what constitutes a political 

action. Pepper makes the claim that “I [Pepper] think it reasonable to propose that an action is political 

when it is executed with the intention to affect political institutions” (2021, 299). She provides two 

                                                           
32 See Chapters Two to Four, especially section 1.3. 
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imaginary scenarios to illustrate her point: first, a person willingly participates in a protest; second, a 

person who was going to buy a hat is dragged into a protest by accident (ibid., 299). For Pepper, “it is 

only in the first case that you genuinely exercise your political agency” (ibid., 299). The reason is that 

in the second case the person was not participating in the protest in a meaningful sense: s/he was 

dragged there by accident so one cannot regard her presence in the protest as a political act that means 

s/he supports the protest’s goals. 

While Pepper is obviously correct to assume that a person’s presence in the second scenario should 

not be regarded as supporting the protest’s political aims, she is mistaken in thinking that the scenario 

she portrays in the second case is apolitical. The fact that the person was going to purchase a hat and 

not to participate in the protest is a political act, so it is to “work, eat, travel, parent, kiss [and] read” 

(Pepper 2021, 309), even though Pepper thinks otherwise. The reason is that, in her view, “you exercise 

your political agency by intending to, [for example], participate in the protest [Pepper’s emphasis]” (2021, 

309).  

To understand what constitutes a political action, consider the following scenario. A man who is 

in a heterosexual relationship believes that doing (or not doing) chores is outside the realm of political 

action. Politics is about voting with intent, participating in protests intentionally to change institutions, 

writing articles with an intended political goal, and so on. If we follow Pepper’s thinking, the man would 

be correct to think that doing chores is not political. For that man his actions would not be political 

because he does not intend them to be so. Doing chores at home is only about preparing food to eat, 

or only about washing dishes to be used in the future and so on.  

However, reading this couple’s dynamic through Pepper’s lens is simply mistaken. As many 

feminists have long argued: doing chores at home is political (Hanisch 1970; Gilligan 2011); how one 

treats, speaks (or silences) and attends to one’s partner is political and occurs within a patriarchal 

culture and society (MacKinnon 2016); even sexual interactions (including kissing) are political because, 

among other things, our subjectivities are gendered and embedded in hierarchical power relationships 
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(de Beauvoir 1949).33 Actions such as washing dishes are constitutively political regardless of whether 

one thinks: ‘I am washing the dishes for political reasons.’ The personal (e.g., purchasing a hat or not 

washing dishes) is political not because one intends it to be so, the personal is political because a given 

action, for example, reproduces (or not) hierarchical power relationships that perpetuate injustice and 

patriarchy (Hanisch 1970; Gilligan 2011). Regardless of what the man in the scenario portrayed intends, 

his actions and decisions are of a political nature – even when the decisions and actions might appear 

as apolitical, and perhaps even inactions: sitting on the sofa and watching TV while the female partner 

cleans.34 What matters is not what one intends, but whether the action is of a political nature.  

The question then is: when is an action of a political nature? In what follows I will address this 

question by examining several animals’ actions that are intrinsically political. While I think that the next 

arguments are sufficient to substantiate the idea that animals are political agents, I would also like to 

suggest to the reader to read the next pages through the lens of feminist scholarship, which has 

provided extensive and nuanced accounts of what constitutes the political beyond rationalistic 

intentionality.35  

5.4.1. Cows’ political agency at VINE sanctuary 

Let us first examine a study by Charlotte Blattner, Sue Donaldson and Ryan Wilcox (2020) that 

examines how a multispecies community of human and non-human animals live in the LGBQT-led 

VINE (Veganism Is the Next Evolution) sanctuary. Specifically, I want to draw attention to the case 

of a cow who made political decisions and communicated them to human animals.  

VINE sanctuary is divided in two parts that are separated by a fence and gate: an upper hill where 

“a partially rewilded herd” (Blattner et al. 2020, 7) of cows live, and the area within the fence, where 

most of the other animals live. Blattner et al found that when cows want to leave the fenced area, or 

go from the hill into the fenced area, they situate themselves in front of the gate and often moo. The 

                                                           
33 See section 6.1, Foucault 1976/1998 and MacKinnon 2016. 
34 It is worth noting Jessica Eisen’s insights on the legal construction of the private sphere here, which “uses the law to 
create a lawless space” (2017, 240). The legal construction of the private sphere “supports and exacerbates background 
conditions of deeply unequal power, [and] then absolves itself of responsibility for abuse” (ibid., 239). 
35 See, for example, de Beauvoir 1949/1956; Hanisch 1970; Gilligan 1982, 2011; Lorde 1984/2019, 105; Adams 1990/2015; 
MacKinnon 2016. 
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human residents have learnt to read these actions as meaning that the cows want to go to the hill or 

come in, so they open the gate when this happens (ibid, 7-8). For this reason, Blattner et al labelled the 

gate as a “choice point”: cows communicate whether they want to enter into the fenced area or exit it 

by placing themselves in front of the gate (ibid., 8).36  

In my view, this practice already indicates political agency, but there is one case that is particularly 

illustrative of what political agency entails. At some point the health of one of the ‘rewilded’ cows 

residing in the upper hill was quite vulnerable. For this reason, the human residents thought (and 

decided) that it would be best for the cow to stay in the fenced area insofar as the terrain is much less 

rugged than on the upper hill. This cow, however, expressed “repeatedly . . . her strong preference to 

be part of the upper cow herd” (Blattner et al. 2020, 8). She made her preference clear by staying put 

in front of the gate and mooing insistently for a prolonged period of time – notice that the human 

residents and the cows had established that this meant that the cows wanted to exit the fenced area. 

Eventually, and due to her insistence, the human residents decided to respect the cow’s decision, and 

opened the gate so that she could join the herd.  

We should regard the cow’s action as a political act because she resists and makes explicit her 

unwillingness to be confined. A reader such as Pepper would be unconvinced by this claim and 

question: why should we regard the cow’s action as an act of political agency instead of an act of mere 

agency? The reason is that the cow’s action shows that she has an intrinsic interest in liberty, that she 

has an interest in leading a life authored mainly by herself and those with whom she is entangled. This 

action is of a political nature because the cow was unintentionally demanding to live in a political 

system in which she can come and go to the upper hill and the fenced area as she pleases. I talk of 

‘unintentional,’ even though I think that the cow did intend to leave the fenced area, because the cow 

was not linguistically thinking: ‘I want to change human political institutions so that I am granted a 

right to political participation.’ It seems clear, however, that this cow was protesting, that she was 

                                                           
36 It is worth noting that the gate “is necessary because a few of the cows from the upper sanctuary are too rambunctious 
or large to safely be part of the Commons (running too quickly in crowded spaces, for example, or mounting small or frail 
cows for whom intercourse poses a serious risk)” (Blattner et al. 2020, 7). In this way, the gate enables the freedom and 
agency of animals insofar as it provides security while allowing them to go to the upper hill (ibid., 8).  
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saying to us humans: ‘I do not want to be in the fenced area, I want to be with the herd in the upper 

hill.’ This form of resistance is political because the action demands through a non-linguistic form of 

protesting liberty.  

I would go as far as to say that the cow’s action should be read as demanding institutional reforms 

to be granted rights to liberty, freedom of movement and association, and political participation. 

Pepper would perhaps respond that this is simply a misreading: the cow in question never asked 

explicitly for such reforms. On an anthropocentric linguist reading, Pepper would be correct. Cows, 

like some people with severe cognitive disabilities and young human infants, do not speak human 

language and therefore cannot demand such reforms in human linguistic terms. But why should we 

reproduce the idea that only human linguistic demands are political demands? As we have seen, when 

we ask the question ‘what is animal language?’ as opposed to ‘what is human language?’ the parameters 

of what constitutes agency and a political act are seen in a very different light, that is, in a more just 

and animal light.  

It is imperative that we do not simply take our anthropocentric Western conceptuality as a given.37 

The fact that animals have voices and make decisions ought to lead us to “reconsider the borders of 

what counts as a political or linguistic act, and to investigate what concepts such as democracy, political 

agency, and citizenship mean once their scope broadens” (Meijer 2013, 46). Reading the case of cows 

at VINE sanctuary through the lens of animal conceptuality should enable us to notice why reducing 

politics to human linguistic acts is mistaken, and should also allow us to understand Blattner’s 

important argument that we humans should read animals’ “verbal and non-verbal signals of 

communication” as acts of political agency (Blattner 2020, 104). 

To be clear, I do not mean to say that humans exercise their political agency exactly like cows do. 

My point is rather that there is a shared sensory-conceptual space within which we exercise our political 

agency, make decisions, lead self-determined lives, and communicate decisions to each other. In other 

words, it is because cows exist in a sensory-conceptually manner that they can identify a hill as a hill, a 

                                                           
37 See chapters One to Four, Derrida 2008b, and Wadiwel 2015.  
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gate as a gate and as ‘choice point.’ For this reason, cows lead self-determined lives and are political 

agents. Crucially, the content of the cows’ communicative act (‘I want to leave the fenced area as fenced 

area through the gate as gate) is constituted by the sensory-conceptual space theorised here, which is 

why, in great part, I equate animal language with this shared sensory-conceptuality. We can also see 

here why animal language is the language of zoodemocracy: animal language is the vehicle coanimals 

have to shape zoodemocratic institutions and, in truth, our very understanding of the common good.  

5.4.2. The political role of animal language for three coanimal friends: Olli, Pika and Meijer 

Eva Meijer explores how the relationship between herself and Olli, a five-year-old male dog, evolved 

from its inception. This case is especially illuminating because Meijer is an animal philosopher for 

whom language and inter-species political communication have been central concerns of her research 

(2013; 2019a; 2019b). Further, methodologically speaking Meijer’s approach, like Blattner et al.’s, 

coincides in many respects with the one proposed here, since Meijer “think[s] from animals” (Despret 

2015, 96; Meijer 2019b, 96), regards animals as political agents (2013; 2019b, 216-236), pays careful 

attention to her lived experience with other animals while they co-construct each other’s lives as 

coanimals (2019a; 2019b), and draws heavily on animal philosophers who are attentive to animals’ lived 

experiences and ethological evidence. For these reasons, Meijer’s work is exemplary for disclosing 

animal language and the political agency of animals, in this case with respect to dogs.  

Meijer adopted Olli who, while living in Romania, was at risk of being killed due to legislative 

changes. Olli had been a stray dog and then lived in a shelter for more than a year, where he was 

deprived of food and a decent space to live in (Meijer 2019b, 102-104). As a consequence of Olli’s 

previous experiences and biography (Lestel 2015, 66), Meijer and Olli struggled to understand each 

other at the beginning. They struggled to navigate the world and develop their relationship. In When 

Animals Speak Meijer examines the first three months she and Olli spent together. During those months 

Meijer and Olli “created the beginnings of a common language, we developed habits and we established 

a certain degree of freedom for Olli, who learned to deal with living in a house and moving around a 

city” (2019b, 87) – a common language that, as we have seen, emerges from the shared sensory-
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conceptual world in which Olli and Meijer see a door as a door, a ball as a ball, feel water as water, taste 

banana as banana, and so on.  

The shelter in which Olli lived for a year was not good, as a third of the dogs in the shelter died of 

malnutrition or fights (Meijer 2019b, 87). At the beginning, Olli “was scared of walking out of the door 

(he disliked doors for a long time), of traffic, humans, and of walking on the lead” (ibid., 88). Pika, 

another dog-friend of Meijer’s, was “Olli’s main guide” at the beginning (ibid., 88). Olli “copied her 

actions inside the house, for example, in trying out new food: if Pika ate a piece of food that was new 

to him, he would also eat it” (ibid., 89). We can guess that Olli decided to be close to Pika in large part 

because he had been treated badly by humans and was scared of them. Meijer’s own embodied 

experience attests to this: “many of the movements I made frightened him;” (ibid., 90) “it made him 

nervous to have me near him all the time” (ibid., 88).  

There is a lot to read from the early social and political dynamics Meijer describes. First, Olli, who 

had been badly treated by humans, decided to be close to Pika (as a dog) and follow her lead. This 

could be read as mere instinct or the consequence of an action-reaction of the Skinnerian type. As we 

have seen, however, dogs’ existence is conceptual in such a way that they remember, assess, recognise 

individuals and communicate what they want. This tells us that Olli was likely to conceptually identify 

Pika as ‘safety,’ since Pika “accepted him immediately, and from the first moment they got along well” 

(Meijer 2019b, 88). Consider the political bearing of Olli’s decision: his actions tell us that he wants to 

live in a save space where he can share his life with congeneric individuals. Again, while Olli does not 

think in terms of rights, and he cannot tell us through human intended speech what he wants, he is 

telling us something crucial through his actions about the political system in which he wants to live. 

To insist, the reason why Olli’s actions are political does not depend on Olli’s deliberate intention to 

change our political institutions. Olli’s actions are of a political nature because they tell us something 

important about the kind of democracy Olli wants to live in (to be with congeneric individuals in a 

safe space). In other words, Olli is literally authoring the common good, and speaking loud and clear. 

We just need to listen to him. 
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Secondly, it is likely that Olli perceived doors not as many domesticated dogs do, recall that he was 

a stray dog, but as meaning enclosure and confinement. Once our point of departure is one in which 

coanimals live within a shared animal conceptuality, we can and should read Olli’s dislike of doors not 

as a mere reaction or preference, but as a political decision. Olli wanted to be free and not be barred 

from the world by doors made and imposed on him by humans. After giving examples of Olli’s 

inclination to roam freely, Meijer makes explicit her frustration with the limits of our anthropocentric 

infrastructure and polis:  

Although I am committed to creating as rich a life as possible for Olli, the scope of his agency is 

determined by the limits of a human-centered society. This is unfortunate, because he has a strong spirit 

and it is important for him to be able to make his own decisions. The situation now is sometimes 

patronizing: Olli is forced to walk on a lead, to follow one human, and so on. While he is an autonomous 

adult who is very happy with a warm bed, central heating, food at fixed times, and cuddles, he might 

also like to spend time outside, roam the streets on his own, create friendships with individuals of 

different species, and maybe be part of larger community of dogs (Meijer 2019b, 106) 

Perhaps here is where we can perceive in a clearer manner the contrast between living (unknowingly) 

within the sovereign force of Western language, and making an effort to live as a coanimal within 

animal conceptuality. Even though our reality is anthropocentric and imposes legal, institutional and 

structural limits onto the extent to which we can live as coanimals, Meijer strives to develop (and does 

so) practices, habits and a common language with Olli by assuming that they are both coanimals who 

are within a common animal conceptual-political space.  

From this vantage point they develop a vocabulary of words and “gestures and body movements” 

(Meijer 2019b, 90-91). This process enables Olli’s political agency, i.e., he is enabled to be a being who 

can author more his daily practices, rhythms, decisions, and so on. Our political lives are constituted 

by the decisions we make: from buying a hat and participating in a protest to washing the dishes and 

deciding whether one wants to live in a human built environment, within a fenced area, or on a hill. I 

am convinced that the reason why Olli develops his agency as he does is that Meijer’s starting 

ontological position is one of coanimality, which is, of course, deeply political.  
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In fact, Meijer herself compares how she and Olli develop their relationship with how Vicky Hearne 

and Donna Haraway developed theirs with their dogs. While both “Hearne and Haraway focus on 

asking the dog in question to obey commands from their human without question” (read: human 

sovereignty), Meijer does “not expect this kind of attitude from Olli” (Meijer 2019b, 100). Instead, 

Meijer and Olli started from a position of not having a “common ground.” None of them established 

this ground on their own, they co-authored it: “I [Meijer] asked him [Olli] things and taught him things, 

and he asked me things and taught me” (ibid., 100). This involved, among other things, Pika and Meijer 

changing their routine. They used to take a long daily walk in the afternoons, and now they go in the 

mornings because Olli prefers it (Meijer 2019b, 93-95). In this process both Meijer and Olli changed 

and learnt from each other (ibid., 106). These last remarks, and especially the ontological and ethico-

political position they assume, could not be more crucial. By assuming that they share an animal 

conceptuality and are differentially equal coanimals, Meijer is literally dropping the sword and staff. She 

is practising coanimality by understanding that Olli ought to co-author his, Meijer, and Pika’s lives: Olli 

is a political agent with whom they share their lives now.  

This means that Olli has a voice that ought to be heard, and have consequences in the everyday 

lives of the humans and the animals with whom he shares his life, as it has when Meijer and Pika 

change the time of their walks, for example. The point is that the shared animal language that 

constitutes us is not only a precondition to regard animals as political agents and to develop relationships 

between and among coanimals, it also has normative bearing. It is by living within the space of animal 

conceptuality that Meijer and Olli “create a common world and a way to express understanding of it” 

(Meijer 2019b, 93). And this world is a political one in which Olli makes decisions and communicates 

intentionally (no doors) and unintentionally (rights to political participation) the kind of political reality 

in which he would like to live. It is for this reason that animals like Olli can, and should as a matter of 

zoodemocratic law, author the common good. This kind of thinking underlies Meijer’s work and 

enables her to envisage “an interspecies democracy” – her book’s subtitle (2019b).  
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5.5. The Coming into Being of Zooterrapolis  

We have seen a fair amount of animals in the course of this chapter: from dogs playing to Weaver ants’ 

colonies, humans’ coanimality, worms’ small agencies, up through honeybees’ ‘restaholism,’ and 

Mosquito and Zebra fish shoals. We have also seen that many animals are political agents by virtue of 

existing in animal conceptuality. In what follows, I articulate the political system that emerges from the 

ontology disclosed in this chapter and thesis: Zooterrapolis.  

Zooterrapolis is not only a term. Like her sisters Zoopolis (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011) and 

Terrapolis (Haraway 2016), Zooterrapolis is as much about a paradigmatic shift of our ethico-political 

established order as of our human subjectivities. This term’s etymology comprises the Greek zoo 

(animal), the Latin terra (earth) and the Greek polis (city-state). Haraway’s terra relates to the humus side 

of our human coanimality, rather than the homo. In other words, Haraway, like worms, directs our 

attention “into the soil, into the multispecies, biotic and abiotic working of the Earth, the earthly ones, 

those who are in and of the Earth, and for the Earth” (Franklin and Haraway 2017, 50). Humus suggests 

that coanimals become “with each other, as in compost. We are truly with” (ibid., 50). I, like fishes, 

also want to broaden terra’s connotation, and direct our attention not only into the soil, but into the 

water, ‘into the multispecies, biotic and abiotic working of the’ water, the seawater ones, those who are 

in and of the water, and for the water. After all, “the proportions of sodium, potassium, and chloride 

in our [human] tissues are intriguingly similar to those of the worldwide oceans . . . No matter how 

high and dry the mountaintop, no matter how secluded and modern the retreat, we sweat and cry what 

is basically seawater” (Margulis and Sagan 1997, 183-184). As Müeller puts it: “the sea flows through 

our veins” (2017, 78), and so it does through Zooterrapolis.  

We also saw in the previous chapter that Haraway weaves a strong bond between the Latin re-specere 

(respect), which means “to hold in regard, to respond, to look back reciprocally, to notice, to pay 

attention” (Haraway 2008, 19), and the polis, that is, the political space where one greets politely. The 

polis is the space “where and when species meet” (ibid., 19). I want to iterate what that meeting entails: 

we meet responsively in the animal conceptual-political space that constitutes Zooterrapolis.  
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Zooterrapolis is both a new political horizon and the animal conceptuality within which we, animals, 

exercise our political agency. Donaldson and Kymlicka take the word polis to hold its broader 

connotation of the political community (2011, vi). In their work, they tie their understanding of the 

polis to a theory of citizenship that attempts to enable domestic animals to be free political actors (2011, 

56-57). This should entail a profound transformation of our very sense of the polis, so that a co-

authored Zoopolis becomes a mixture: a true interspecies democracy (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 

131). In other words, at the core of Zooterrapolis we find a “politics of articulation rather than 

representation” (Haraway 2020, 483): humans also speak and understand animal language, we only 

need to listen.  

Zooterrapolis attempts to gather multiple ideas that we have seen in this and the previous chapters: 

coanimals are decision-makers who ought to participate in the polis; our political participation has to 

occur in a respectful manner, by holding others in regard, at multiple scales simultaneously: at the level 

of the local polis-city, and at the level of terra (earth). Zooterrapolis aspires to open the space for a new 

world-politics, one in which multiple zoodemocracies will emerge from the shared animal conceptuality 

within which coanimals exist and meet. Zooterrapolis is as attentive to those who are of the soil, as to 

those who are of the water.  

Further, Zooterrapolis, like Zoopolis and Terrapolis, has a certain tendency and taste for 

interconstitutionality and multidimensionality, as it has been born from traditions that range from 

ecofeminism, critical race theory, postcolonialism, critical animal studies, critical disability studies, 

continental and liberal philosophy, and Darwinian theory, among others. However, Zooterrapolis should 

not be read as the result of merging Zoopolis and Terrapolis, but rather as a sister of the former two. As 

the youngest of the three, Zooterrapolis has learnt and has been fed by her siblings. She seeks to operate 

somewhere between our current liberal democratic order and beyond. Zooterrapolis aims at opening a 

new space of what is possible that is really close in many respects to Zoopolis: its committed vegan 

ethico-politics; its understanding of notions such as respect, dependency, what co- and regarding 

animals as political agents entails ethically and politically; and while Zooterrapolis is “of the Earth and 

for the Earth” (Franklin and Haraway 2017, 50), it is crucially of the animals and for the animals. Like 
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Zoopolis, zoo goes first. Zooterrapolis also gathers ecofeminist insights that stress the fact that individuality 

is constitutively relational in that it emerges from relationships of dependency (Gruen 2019, 20-21).38 

In contrast to Zoopolis, however, Zooterrapolis’ place of birth is not so close to the liberal democratic 

tradition. Instead, as has probably become apparent, continental philosophy, especially Heidegger and 

Derrida’s works are central. Insights from Derrida on difference and otherness, Calarco’s feminist 

indistinction, and Wadiwel’s strong opposition to human sovereignty are at the very heart of 

Zooterrapolis. 

Given that human sovereignty has been covered in previous chapters, I will focus now on other 

central pillars of Zooterrapolis: indistinction and difference. Let us begin with indistinction. As we saw 

in the introduction to the thesis, one of the most important differences between identity approaches 

such as that of Regan, Singer, Cochrane and Pepper, and approaches based on notions of indistinction 

such as those proposed by Haraway, Plumwood, and Calarco is “the direction in which continuity is 

sought” (Calarco 2015, 49). Identity theorists think and construct their ethico-politics by having the 

human at the centre of their ethico-political concerns. It is from this vantage point that they “then seek 

to demonstrate that these frameworks extend (often despite their manifest intentions) outward from 

human beings to include animals, thereby founding continuity on the basis of animals exhibiting certain 

human traits or capacities” (ibid., 49). It is in this sense “that ‘animals are like us’ and that logical 

consistency entails giving like beings like consideration” (Calarco 2015, 49). Indistinction theorists by 

contrast question the direction this reasoning takes and ask instead: “why aren’t continuities sought in 

the other direction?” (ibid., 50).  

For this reason, as might have become apparent to the reader, I have used grammars such as ‘seeing 

like rats and ants;’ ‘we humans being like bees;’ ‘humans making decisions like dogs;’ talked of ‘other 

than bee languages;’ stressed that the methodological point of departure stems from animals 

themselves;39 and marked a shared ontological space through the terms ‘coanimal’ and its associates: 

‘to coanimalise’ and ‘coanimality.’ A philosophy and ethico-politics of indistinction underlies this 

                                                           
38 See generally Haraway 2008; Gruen 2015, 2019; and Taylor 2017. 
39 That is why I have drawn on authors that take such a stance: Donovan and Adams 2007; Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; 
Adams and Gruen 2014; Despret 2015, 96; Taylor 2017; Blattner et al. 2020; Meijer 2019a, 2019b; Calarco 2020. 
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grammar and terminology, and the spirit of animal language as a concept, whose intent, like 

indistinction, resides in enabling better ways to live and be with other coanimals. As Calarco puts it: 

“to acknowledge oneself as inhabiting a shared zone of exposed embodiment with animals is to 

recognize that we are in deep and fundamental ways like animals” (Calarco 2015, 58). To inhabit this 

zone of animal conceptual embodiment should lead us to be sensitive to others’ vulnerable existences, 

transform our worldviews, and our very attunement to sensing so that “the moral community is seen, 

smelled, touched, heard, and tasted differently” (Jenkins 2012, 508).  

Further, living and thinking in an indistinct manner consists in great part in practising a way of life 

“in which ‘human’ and ‘animal’ are no longer sharply delimited and separated” (Calarco 2015, 54). 

Instead, entanglement (Haraway 2016), relationality (Donovan and Adams 2007; Gruen 2015), 

vulnerability (Plumwood 1995, Pick 2011, Deckha 2015), and an insistence on our living with others 

becomes crucial (Haraway 2008). Zooterrapolis is born without centre and bears in mind “that the more-

than-human world places its own demands on thought and life and retains the persistent potential to 

call into question whatever normative schemas might be deemed central and final” (Calarco 2020, 42).  

In short, and perhaps above all, Zooterrapolis is the ontological space within which the sensory-

conceptual fabric and texture of our coanimality exists. In other words, Zooterrapolis is the political space 

where animals exist and meet as differentially equal earthlings, that is, as “plain members and citizens 

of [the] world” (Calarco 2020, 35) and as siblings (Robinson 2013, 189). The animal conceptuality from 

which Zooterrapolis emerges demands regarding all animals as co-authors of the conceptual and ethico-

political space that constitutes Zooterrapolis. As Donaldson compellingly asserts: “standard accounts of 

deliberation in terms of ideal speech or public reason” will not do (Donaldson 2020a, 721). Donaldson 

instead argues that we need to revise our account of deliberation so that it  

[r]ecognizes that deliberation and mutual justification can occur as part of embodied experiential 

processes requiring trust and temporary suspension of judgement so that mutual understanding can 

unfold through time and space, not language. It is a deliberative world of showing, not telling. From 

this perspective, far from being politically voiceless beings with relatively fixed interests deducible by 
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human ‘experts’, [domesticated animals] are eloquent communicators to those who listen, and willing 

interlocutors in exploring how to live together (Donaldson 2020a, 721). 

Donaldson refers to language here in the dominant sense of speech or public reason, rather than the 

animal conceptual embodied existence that enables, precisely, a coanimal ‘deliberative world of 

showing.’40 Our bodies are inherently conceptual. Indeed, under the gaze of animal conceptuality, and within 

the ethico-political order of Zooterrapolis, domesticated animals, as other coanimals, are ‘eloquent 

communicators to those who listen, and willing interlocutors in exploring how to live together’ – more 

to follow in the next chapter.  

Difference is another structuring axis of Zooterrapolis. As we saw in the previous chapter we can 

think of difference at the level of the individual, community and species. I want to look at these three 

scales through the theory of language advanced in this chapter. In the same way that I have talked of 

human and Western conceptualities, we can think of a species-based language/conceptuality, and of 

different groups within a species having specific conceptualities. To explain, when I talk of, for 

example, bee language/conceptuality, we should think that members of the bee species do not relate 

to flowers conceptually like dogs do, even though they do share something conceptually speaking: 

animal conceptuality. None of them confuses a flower with a rock. Yet, it is important to bear in mind 

that the specific way in which members of different species are conceptually in the world escapes 

humans’ grasp, at least in part.  

In other words, if the human species is thought of as being in one bubble (human conceptuality), 

the dog species in another, and the bee one in another, we should then think that ‘a world arises in 

each bubble,’ and therefore some aspects of such worlds will remain inaccessible to humans. This 

means that there are a multiplicity of ontological differences and that we can talk of other than bee 

languages, other than dog languages, other than trout languages, and so on. Each species, and its 

language, is its own bubble. Hence when Derrida says that “the gaze called ‘animal’ offers to my sight 

the abyssal limit of the human” (2008, 12), he is right. There is a tendency to choose between a 

                                                           
40 Recall that ‘conceptual embodied existence’ entails the usual human five senses as well as chemicals such as ants’ oleic 
acid; rats’ cadaverine; electric and magnetic fields used by fish; and dolphins and bats’s echolocation, among others.  
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somehow total blurring of difference or establishing an anthropocentric hierarchical human-animal 

divide. I want to suggest that such a dichotomy is mistaken: we are both indistinct and different. As 

Marc Bekoff perceptively writes: “variations among species should be embraced and cherished rather 

than used to justify human dominance” (2010, 27). 

We also know that there are different and plural cultures within the same species (Lestel 2014, 94-

95; Safina 2020) and so we should be attentive to the specific forms of existence of different social 

groups, communities, and cultures (within the same species).41  Further, as we saw in Chapter Four 

and the cases discussed above, different individual coanimals are a bubble in themselves. For instance, 

while Olli disliked doors due to his background, and therefore within his own bubble (Olli’s 

conceptuality) doors signified something negative (confinement), other individual dogs might like 

doors, or be somehow indifferent to them.  

It is from this vantage point that Derrida’s argument and insistence on “pluralizing and varying the 

‘as such’” (2008a, 160) gains in importance. Rather than thinking that there is only one reality that is as 

it is, and to which only humans have access through the logos (reason), we should instead think of 

multiple ontologies that respect the realities of animals on their own terms and at different levels: 

individual, social group/culture, and species.42 And it is perhaps here where we can be more sensitive 

to: why a feminist (Lorde 1984/2019, 110-113) and ecofeminist ethic of care involves respecting 

difference and striving towards a vegan ethico-politics (Donovan and Adams 2007; Gruen 2015, 35-

37); the fact that not speaking in a human-like manner is not a deprivation but rather “another mode of 

existence” (Burgat 2015, 54); and the irreducibility and radical alterity of every coanimal (Taylor 2017, 

60). In short, understanding that different coanimals live in different conceptual worlds at multiple 

scales is important to building a democratic Zooterrapolis because it will push us humans to be aware 

that we can never fully know, that we ought to be more than careful about what we judge another’s 

                                                           
41 See sections 6.2 and 6.3. 
42 I would like to remind the reader that animal conceptuality does exist. Recall the discussion on whales in Chapter Two 
and my remarks in the introductory chapter that regardless of context, history, a given people’s cosmology, and the 
ungraspable dimension of different beings, cultures, and species’ ontologies, beings like whales suffer when a harpoon 
penetrates them, or when the bond between mothers and young whales are broken by humans. My contention is that 
different ontological scales and a shared sensory-conceptual ontological space coexist, and these ontological dimensions of 
reality have normative and political bearing.   
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life to be, and that heterogeneous and plural ways of being should be cherished rather than used to 

mark hierarchical boundaries.  

Before concluding, I want to address a potential concern some readers might have: ‘if each species 

is in a conceptual world that is, in part, inaccessible to humans and other than human species, how can 

we build a zoodemocracy? For a zoodemocracy to exist, is it not a necessary condition that all members 

participate equally, and as equals, in the zoopolis and therefore such important differences might 

jeopardize the very possibility of a true interspecies democracy?’ Such concerns are legitimate but it 

seems to me that they miss some of the underlying insights present in this and the previous chapter. 

Critical disability studies is illuminating in this regard, Robert McRuer asks: “what might it mean to 

welcome the disability to come, to desire it?”43 Similarly, Sunaura Taylor makes us sensitive to “the 

unruliness, the beautiful potential of living alternative ways of moving through space and of being in 

time” (2017, 136). These words help us understand why the existence of zoodemocracies depends not 

only on respecting these differences, but also on celebrating them.  

The point is that the different conceptual worlds within which coanimals live in both interspecies 

and intra-species senses should not be seen as limiting zoodemocracies, but as the very condition upon 

which zoodemocracies can and should be built: there is no democracy without difference. In other 

words, the tyranny of the same is antithetical to any meaningful notion of democracy. Certainly, 

differences also pose challenges in terms of respecting others in their own terms, establishing 

deliberative spaces of showing (Donaldson 2020a, 721), and co-authoring policies and politics. I only 

want to point out that such difficulties should not only be perceived as challenges but also as beautiful 

structuring features of the plural and heterogeneous zoodemocracies that, I hope, Zooterrapolis might 

contribute to enabling.  

We speak, understand, and are animal. Let’s listen.

                                                           
43 McRuer’s question is from Crip Theory, 207, and quoted in Taylor 2017, 136.  
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Zooterrapolis: Coanimalising Democracy through 

Embodied Political Participation 
 

 

 
 
 

How do we move from [animals’] experience . . . and shared experiencing and start to  

translate that into more systemic terms, more communal terms? That’s the real challenge  

of animal politics and doing democracy with animals. 

Sue Donaldson (2020b) 

 

 

Imagine a future in which animals’ political agency was recognised. Imagine a future in which animals 

had fundamental rights to political participation and voting. In that context, how could animals’ 

decisions be translated into actual policies and politics? How could animals’ political agencies be 

enabled to build a true zoodemocratic system? These questions are challenging, but they are 

nonetheless crucial. Some readers might be surprised by the latter assertion: why should we care about 

such questions now if animals do not even have a fundamental right not to be harmed by humans? As 

counterintuitive as it might seem, sometimes what is needed is not a minimal agenda. Animal rights 

theorists and the animal rights movement more generally have focused for decades on abolishing the 

farming of animals and one-issue campaigns such as the abolition of the animal fur trade. These are 

noble and crucial pursuits, but what if the driving force to produce meaningful change did not reside 

in looking at the horrors of factory farming, but rather in envisaging beautiful and joyful futures; what 

if what we needed was to provide imaginaries full of possibilities, opened to create new relationships 

and communities; futures that we might long for and might be willing to strive for. With some notable 
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exceptions,1 animal rights’ theorists have failed to provide such imaginaries.2 My intention in this 

chapter is to partially remedy this deficiency and contribute to imagining better and more 

zoodemocratic futures for coanimals.   

In the previous chapter, we saw that scholars in the political turn in animal ethics think that animals 

should have political representation but that most animals do not have an intrinsic interest in self-

representation. The main reason is that animals (young infants and some people with cognitive 

disabilities) are not rational beings with human-like capacities to deliberate and participate intentionally 

(in the rationalistic sense)  in the human-centric polis (Cochrane 2012; Ladwig 2015; Garner 2016; 

Pepper 2021).3 On the other hand, some authors hold the opposite position, i.e., animals have their 

own voices, shape their own destiny and lead self-determined lives in such a manner that they should 

represent them-selves and be full participants in the zoopolis (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011; Meijer 

2019b; Blattner et al. 2020; Donaldson 2020a).4  

This chapter is aligned with the position upheld by the latter authors and has two aims that are 

situated within the latter literature. On the one hand, the chapter explores in what ways the first half 

of the thesis can be concretely used to zoodemocratise our system. On the other, it imagines more just 

and feasible futures between humans and animals. To these ends, in section 6.1, I situate my 

intervention in relation to time-scale, and Donaldson’s recent article on microboards and animal 

agoras.5  In section 6.2, I begin to explore the way in which the first half of the thesis, Catharine A. 

MacKinnon, and Michel Foucault’s work can help members of microboards to adequately read and 

transcribe nonhumans’ decisions.. In section 6.3, I discuss how we can attune ourselves to our animality 

and explore the kind of process of subjective transformation that most humans need to undergo with 

                                                           
1 Le Guin 1974, Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, Calarco 2018, Meijer 2019b, Spannring 2019, Blattner et al. 2020, 
Donaldson 2020a. 
2 Singer 1975/2009, Regan 1983, Francione 1995. 
3 For an extensive critique of Cochrane’s argument that animals do not have an intrinsic interest in self-determination and 
self-representation, which applies in some respects to other authors who support a similar position (Ladwig 2015, Vink 
2020, Pepper 2021), see section 5.3.2.  
4 Similarly, authors who have analysed animals’ resistance think of animals as political agents. See Hribal 2003, Pachirat 
2011, Wadiwel 2018, 2019. 
5 Microboards refer to groups of humans who would translate animals’ voices into policies and enable nonhumans’ 
political agency, while animal agoras refer to spaces of unscripted deliberation where new forms of relating and politically 
participating can emerge. 
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other animals to become zoocitizens. I do this by examining the process of subjective transformation 

that Reingard Spannring experienced with her horse friend Freja (2019). My argument is that humans 

need to become coanimals  for microboards to be effective mechanisms to approximate a 

zoodemocracy . In section 6.4, I explore in a more speculative tone what a zoopolis could look like by 

imagining a future Zoolondopolis in which the infrastructure of the city and the law of England is 

transformed in order to accommodate members of different animal species. 

6.1. Situating Zooterrapolis 

Given that a key concern of this chapter is to study how coanimals can create the structural 

preconditions to move from a democracy to a zoodemocracy, the question of time-scale appears 

pressing. In the long-term, it is likely that our economic, legal, and political systems will need to change 

radically. However, it is also paramount to address questions related to the here and now, so that 

animals can begin to author our existent political systems in some way. In this respect, one of the most 

promising proposals is Donaldson’s model of microboards. While microboards are not perfect, as 

Donaldson herself explains (see below), they are a mechanism of political participation that would 

dramatically change non-human animals’ current legal status as voiceless beings. Hence, before I 

examine in more detail how Donaldson’s proposal can be improved, I want to position this chapter in 

relation to Donaldson’s work on microboards and animal agoras.  

Donaldson (2020a) has recently identified two forms of political participation for domesticated 

animals (DAs) implicit in the work developed by Donaldson herself and Kymlicka.6 The first model 

of political participation for domesticated animals is described by Donaldson as “democratizing the 

existing landscape of citizenship” (2020a, 713). This model focuses “on bringing participation down 

to the ‘spaces and places’ that are meaningful to animals, relying on ideas of relational agency and 

embodied communication” (ibid., 713). Whilst animals cannot participate in parliamentary elections 

and debates, they can voice their preferences in relation to what roads and their local park should be 

                                                           
6 For a few representative works of theirs, see Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 2015, 2016. I also wish to note that while 
Donaldson’s analysis focuses on DAs and I will constrain my analysis in the next two sections to DAs, I think that in a 
future zoopolis animals other than DAs might politically participate in the zoopolis, which, in my view, should also be 
recognised. Due to space constrains, I will briefly, and speculatively, discuss this issue in the last section of the present 
chapter.  
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like, make choices about who they want to forge relationships with, their place of residence, and so 

on. In short, DAs can shape the common good.  Donaldson draws on the literature on citizenship for 

children (Jans 2004) to argue that in the same way that children should have a “say on matters that 

affect them . . . [which] calls for ‘child-sized spaces’ of citizenship” (Donaldson 2020a, 713) 

domesticated animals should also have a say on matters that affect them, i.e., questions related to 

infrastructure, freedom of expression and association, etc.7   

Drawing on the literature on disability studies, Donaldson proposes to use microboards as a 

strategy to democratise and institutionalise DAs’ political participation (2020a, 722). Microboards are 

non-profit organisations comprised by “a group of friends, acquaintances and co-workers of an 

individual [, who has one or more cognitive disabilities,] requiring supported agency – all of whom are 

involved in personal, responsive relationships with this individual, and all of whom are liked and trusted 

by him/her” (ibid., 722). Donaldson takes the British Columbia, Canada, model of microboards in 

order to establish who the members of microboards should be. Section 8(2) of the Representation 

Agreement Act states that the composition of microboards depends on whether the concerned person 

with a disability/ies has “feelings of approval or disapproval” toward the members that comprise the 

microboard, and whether the “relationship with the representative . . . is characterized by trust.” In the 

case of domesticated animals (DAs), it would be a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for 

microboards’ members to be chosen by DAs, that is, DAs should show that they trust the humans that 

would comprise the microboards and show feelings of approval.8  

Regarding the tasks of microboards’ members, they would need to be responsive to DAs’ will and 

enable DAs’ agency by, for instance, “offering multiple perspectives, mutual correctives, and diverse 

skills and contacts which can support the individual in framing, revising and pursuing their good” 

                                                           
7 Donaldson and Kymlicka have also used a conceptual distinction that might help to explain further what ‘democratising 
the existing landscape of citizenship’ entails. I am referring to the notions of micro-agency and macro-agency (Donaldson 
and Kymlicka 2016, 179-185). The former refers to mundane day to day activities such as “choices about food, leisure 
activities, [and] how to set up one’s bedroom” (ibid., 2016, 180). Macro-agency, by contrast, refers to important decisions 
such as who is (are) our intimate partner(s), what work one decides to do, where one resides and so on (ibid., 180-183). 
When Donaldson refers to ‘democratising the existing landscape of citizenship’ she means to say that we need to make 
changes to enable animals’ macro-agency.  
8 See below for an extensive discussion of why trusting and showing feelings of approval is not enough. 



210 
 

(Donaldson 2020a, 722). This process of ‘offering multiple perspectives and mutual correctives’ is 

framed in Donaldson’s discussion under an assent model of authorisation, that is, a model of ‘informed 

consent’ that considers the preferences of those who are “not able to enter into a legal contract” (Ford 

et al. 2007, 20). In the context of animals’ assenting to work, Blattner explains that assent would require 

“a subject’s explicit, affirmative agreement to work, and their understanding of the nature of work” 

(2020, 110-111).  

The microboards would also have the task of focusing “on an animal’s individual script of the good 

within the home or workplace (structuring experiences for her to explore, discover what she likes to 

do, what environments she likes, what she’s good at) and decision-making (what activities to choose, 

what friends or co-workers to engage with)” (Donaldson 2020a, 723). The boards would then feed 

back to policy-makers according to DAs’ decisions, evaluate afterwards the impact animal-based 

policies have, and feed back to policy-makers again on the effectiveness of the policy and how DAs 

respond to it (ibid., 723). The idea is that animals’ working places, cities’ infrastructure, animals’ homes 

and so on would be gradually and dynamically transformed so that we moved from a human-centric 

polis to a true zoopolis.  

It is important to note that Donaldson identifies several limits in using microboards to facilitate 

animals’ political participation. While microboards could be helpful in translating animals’ voices into 

concrete policies, there is no doubt that, were we to take this strategy as the only way to zoodemocratise 

our politics, too much would be left untouched and “determined by historical legacies that DAs didn’t 

participate in shaping” (Donaldson 2020a, 724). For example, DAs are currently kept captive in homes 

(Horowitz 2014),9 they cannot freely associate with human and other than human animals of their 

choosing, their voices are limited by current structures of power (e.g., DAs are legally owned by 

humans (Blackstone 1766/2016, 392-396)),10 in many countries they cannot legally roam freely in 

streets nor would it be safe (Meijer 2019b), etc. This means that microboards accept DAs’ “existing 

roles and relationships, which confine DAs to particular spaces and associations, limits the kinds of 

                                                           
9 On animals’ captivity, see generally Gruen 2014b and Marceau 2019. 
10 For an extensive discussion on the property status of animals, see Francione 1995, and more recently Deckha 2020c. 
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voice that can emerge, and the opportunities for reimagining and exploring alternative societies, 

practices, and relationships on their own terms” (Donaldson 2020a, 724).  

Given the limits of microboards, Donaldson proposes a second model of animals’ political 

participation, namely, animal agoras. Agoras are “new spaces of citizenship . . . where human and 

animal co-citizens can engage one another in spontaneous, unpredictable encounters, spaces they are 

empowered to re-shape together” (Donaldson 2020a, 713). In these spaces of deliberation, nonhumans 

would be able to take the initiative and co-author new social norms, establish the terms of new 

relationships, coauthor their roles in multispecies communities, and so on. The reader should notice 

the stark contrast between the kind of politics envisaged by Donaldson, and interests-based approaches 

(e.g., Ladwig 2015, Cochrane 2018), insofar as Donaldson’s proposal understands that our good is not 

“(or not only) reducible to pre-political interests to be counted and weighed in decision-making; our 

good is something we come to understand and develop together through political community” (2020a, 

713).   

While I agree with Donaldson’s account of the limitations of microboards and the need to 

supplement them with agoras, it seems to me that there is scope to improve the operationalisation of 

microboards so that they are more democratic and just. This means that my contribution (in sections 

6.2 and 6.3) operates at the level of the first form of political participation identified by Donaldson, 

namely, “democratizing the existing landscape of citizenship” (2020a, 713). The point is that my 

intervention will not attempt to surmount some of the structural difficulties that microboards cause, 

as Donaldson’s idea of the agora does. My main aim is more modest and seeks to improve the potential 

actualisation of microboards within the existing structural constraints.11 Importantly, and regardless of 

whether one thinks that nonhumans should have, for example, universal or membership rights, this 

chapter’s insights would apply to any system that might attempt to implement microboards. To this 

end, in the next two sections, I will provide tools for microboards’ members to effectively transcribe 

                                                           
11 However, I do think that if some of the changes suggested in this chapter occurred, it would also influence humans’ 
participation in the agora envisaged by Donaldson. 
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nonhumans’ decisions to policy-makers, and will discuss how the subjectivities of microboards’ 

members would need to be transformed in order to fulfil their roles effectively.  

Before that, however, I wish to address several objections that some readers might have at this 

stage. Considering that our political and legal institutions are anthropocentric, oppressive, and violent 

against animals, could microboards truly serve the purpose of transcribing nonhumans’ decisions 

effectively? And if they did, would policy-makers truly translate what nonhumans say into the policies 

they want? In my view, it is not possible to know in advance whether microboards could be 

implemented in the terms discussed in this chapter. As with many other proposals, we will know if 

microboards can work when, and if, they are implemented. The goal is to provide the tools to give 

microboards a better chance if they are ever implemented.  

Another objection could be that microboards do not truly let animals speak for themselves because 

they require translation – microboards are a mechanism of political representation, and so policy-

makers would need to translate animals’ decisions into policies. While this is true, it is also the case 

that nonhumans would have the chance to respond, and contest policies through the process of 

feedback discussed above. Further, while microboards cannot fully negate existing asymmetries of 

power, they begin to create the structural preconditions that would allow nonhumans to go beyond 

our anthropocentric established order. In the end, with all its limitations, microboards would entail a 

paradigm shift of our political system since, for the first time, what animals say would decisively and 

positively shape policy.  

6.2. A Deconstruction-Based Model of Animals’ Political Participation   

 While consent is not a central concern of Donaldson’s, one of the most important tasks of 

microboards’ members would consist in transmitting nonhumans’ decisions to policy-makers. In this 

section, I will show that MacKinnon’s critical work on consent in relation to sexual assault and 

pornography is important for microboards because it can provide useful insights for framing how 

members of microboards should transcribe animals’ decision-making processes. However, 
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MacKinnon’s approach also has shortcomings that I will address by putting her work in conversation 

with Foucault’s, and the theory developed in the first half of the thesis.  

MacKinnon’s work is situated in the context of criminal law, but her insights on consent go well 

beyond the realm of law. We will see that in the context of pornography, MacKinnon targets, for 

example, the social, cultural, economic, and political conditions that do not enable women to make 

decisions freely. Importantly, and as we saw in the previous chapter, some animal political theorists 

(Cochrane 2012; Pepper 2021)12 argue for an understanding of decisions based on the paradigmatic 

human person, understood as a rationalistic and independent being whose decisions would seem to be 

impermeable to the kind of structural conditions that MacKinnon targets. My fear is that if 

microboards were implemented, and microboards’ members were unaware of the kind of critique that 

MacKinnon offers, nonhumans’ decisions could easily be misread in such a way that oppressive and 

hierarchical relationships could be reproduced. 

MacKinnon says:  

Yes meaning yes is definitely better than no meaning yes . . . But shielding all situations in which a 

woman says yes but claims assault from inequality scrutiny is like saying anyone who signs a contract is 

in an equal relationship… Pornography is full of yes. It is also full of women who have no desire to be 

there, doing what they are doing, having done to them what is being done (MacKinnon 2016, 454). 

As we saw in Chapters Two to Four on human sovereignty, what is most important is not whether a 

being chooses to say yes. What matters is how that being arrives at the choice: who has structured the 

available choices? How has that being’s subjectivity been shaped before the choice occurs? An equality 

perspective, by which most models of consent are framed, “considers sexual interactions claimed to 

be rape in the context of historically unequal power relations, in which members of one group have 

more power than members of another” (MacKinnon 2016, 441-442). Under this understanding, 

“consent emerges as an intrinsically unequal concept whether in real life, philosophically, historically, 

or in legal practice” (MacKinnon 2016, 442).  

                                                           
12 See sections 5.3.1 and 5.4 
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Considering that the aim of microboards is to enable DAs’ agency and political participation in the 

zoopolis, we should at least feel initially suspicious of an animal consenting to undertake certain tasks 

or activities that have been historically pre-established by humans unilaterally. Forming microboards 

of humans who are closest to DAs in order to find out whether they consent to, for example, working 

as a guide dog or police horse, appears mistaken. If one takes MacKinnon’s insights seriously, when 

most dogs “consent” to undertake some jobs, it is not only that they might not be able to decide 

whether they want to enter or exit work, as Blattner rightly points out (2020, 107), but also that the 

dogs, or any DAs for that matter, have had little or no role in authoring the nature of the work. In 

other words, before DAs choose whether they want to undertake this or that job, the job has already 

been decided by sovereign humans and an anthropocentric historical legacy that has instrumentalised 

dogs’ beings.  

As MacKinnon eloquently puts it: “one does not meaningfully consent to the imposition of 

conditions of inequality” (MacKinnon 2016, 451).. It is my contention that we should ask questions 

such as: how can we, humans and animals, meaningfully rewrite our relationships if DAs’ subjectivities 

have been shaped through, for instance, training programmes to obey human orders? (e.g., Haraway 

2008, Cochrane 2012). How can we reimagine human-animal relationships if the choices available for 

DAs have been unilaterally created by humans? Should we not begin again without establishing 

predetermined outcomes? Should we not explore new possibilities together as differentially equal?13 

6.2.1. A welcomeness based microboards’ model of political participation 

Whilst MacKinnon thinks that consent might include “authentic desire” (MacKinnon 2016, 450),14 she 

also explains that consent is rarely used in that manner: “in social reality, the crucible of meaning, sex 

                                                           
13 This is not to say that humans should not have the initiative in some instances, nor should it mean that some forms of 
DA’s work should not be recognised (e.g., DAs work as teachers of other animals and guard each other (Blattner et al. 
2020, 9-11), they provide emotional support to animal and human friends and family members, they endure gestation, and 
reproduce the social fabric (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2020, 223)). However, as it will become apparent below, I think that 
there needs to be more emphasis on animals enabling humans’ coanimality, and in opening spaces where animals are the 
main authors in defining what constitutes just human-animal relationships. In my view, there is often an excessive emphasis 
on humans enabling animals’ agency, and the risks of those processes are often undermined. A key component of animal 
politics should reside in reversing this tendency (Calarco 2015, 49-50): animals should decide and enable our human animal 
agency.  
14 As I believe some critical animal theorists have understood it, see Blattner 2020. 
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that is actually desired or wanted or welcomed is never termed consensual. It does not need to be; its 

mutuality is written all over it in enthusiasm . . . No one says, ‘We had a great hot night, she (or I or 

we) consented’” (MacKinnon 2016, 450). MacKinnon advocates for a model of welcomeness, rather 

than consent, in which it is so clear that the sexual interaction is desired that there is not even a need 

to consider whether one consents. Given that consent has traditionally been such a patriarchal and 

androcentric, and we could add anthropocentric, model of choice, MacKinnon wishes to sidestep these 

problems and talk instead of welcomeness (ibid., 450-451). I want to endorse MacKinnon’s move and 

suggest that microboards should not seek to build policies according to whether DAs consent to X or 

Y policy (understood as meaning ‘yes’ or ‘no’ in MacKinnon’s sense).15 Instead, we should ask whether 

a given policy is eagerly sought and/or received with welcomeness.  

Merle’s door   

I want to focus now on an illustrative example of eagerly seeking a policy, receiving a policy with 

welcomeness, and at the end, on furthering what a welcomeness model should look like by drawing 

attention to Donaldson and Kymlicka’s distinction between micro-agency and macro-agency. Ted 

Kerasote, a canid writer, encountered a dog named Merle in the desert of Utah. Merle followed 

Kerasote and some friends of his for several days (2007). As their relationship developed, Kerasote 

initiated Merle into basic socialisation (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 123-126; 2016, 186-189). For 

example, Kerasote taught Merle not to be a threat to livestock and wild animals, and Merle learnt to 

avoid cars, coyotes and wolves (Kerasote 2007, 103). At some point, however, Kerasote started to feel 

uncomfortable with an aspect of their relationship: sometimes Kerasote would need to spend long 

periods of time in the library, do errands in town, give a talk somewhere, and so on. When Kerasote 

was busy, this would mean keeping Merle enclosed in his trailer for eight to ten hours in a row with 

some short walks so that Merle could relieve himself. After a long day of work, Kerasote would find 

                                                           
15 Crucially, MacKinnon does not argue that yes meaning yes should be altogether disregarded, or that one should dismiss 
a ‘no’ (MacKinnon 2016, 454). On the contrary, for MacKinnon, ‘no’ means ‘no,’ full stop. Her point is rather that a ‘yes’ 
– probably the cornerstone of consent theory – is not enough in many circumstances (e.g., pornography, the law) due to 
the fact that our culture and political and legal systems are structurally sexist. For an extensive discussion, see MacKinnon 
2016. 
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Merle utterly bored (2007, 102). At the time, Merle had already grown to be a pretty independent dog. 

In spite of Merle’s autonomy, however, Kerasote explains that “when it came to his most fundamental 

needs – to relieve himself, and when to be inside or out – it was I [Kerasote] who decided” (2007, 103).  

Merle’s boredom can and should be read as Merle’s unwillingness to remain confined and car-

bound for such long periods of time. As a matter of fact, Kerasote read Merle’s boredom in this manner 

and responded accordingly by installing a dog-door in his trailer (ibid., 103). Kerasote taught Merle 

how to go through the door by going through the door himself – dogs learn many things by imitation 

(Kerasote 2007, 113-114). The impact in terms of enabling Merle’s agency was very significant as it 

was for Kerasote and Merle’s relationship. For instance, Kerasote liked to ski in the Grand Teton 

National Park where dogs are not allowed, and so when Kerasote decided to go to Teton, Merle would 

stay at home. As Merle had learnt to go to Kelly – the closest town to Merle and Kerasote’s cabin – 

Merle would often leave the trailer multiple times and go to Kelly to visit his dog-friend Zula. Kerasote 

would find out about Zula by seeing Merle and Zula’s paw prints going in and out of the trailer. One 

can only wonder, as Kerasote did: “what had they been up to? Discussing the dog politics of Kelly? 

Tearing up the trailer? The latter was never the case. At most, some water would be splattered around 

his bowl where he and Zula had drunk” (Kerasote 2007, 110).  

Enabling Merle’s agency through the dog door, and initiating him in basic socialisation not only 

allowed Merle to do as he wished while Kerasote went skiing. Merle learnt to decide when he wanted 

to go on a ride with Kerasote or not (Kerasote 2007, 151-152). To explain, at the beginning of their 

relationship, Merle would be so happy to go on a car ride that this possibility would trump anything 

else he would be doing. However, as he learnt what different objects signified, he decided to stay at 

home or go with Kerasote depending on what the day with Kerasote looked like. Whenever Merle saw 

hiking boots, skis, or a mountain bike he would get excited and rush frantically into the car, since this 

meant they were going for a long stroll in the mountains or to the snow, which Merle loved. However, 

if Merle saw books, he would stay put in the porch and wait until Kerasote left. Soon after, Merle 

would start his day by going to Kelly to hang out with Zula and other dog and human friends of his 

(Kerasote 2007, 151-152).  
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I would like to pause and examine what the previous paragraphs could mean for the 

operationalisation of microboards. First, recall that the reason Kerasote thought of the door was by 

reading Merle’s expression of boredom – a crucial task of microboards’ members would consist in 

doing this kind of reading and interpretation: Merle was telling us what the common good looked like 

for him. Merle’s boredom told Kerasote that he did not want to be confined. At this stage, and to draw 

a parallel, if microboards were institutionalised, members of microboards would have the obligation 

to contact the local council or the pertinent authorities to suggest that a dog-door should be installed 

in Merle’s trailer. In the same way that Kerasote responded according to Merle’s will, so should a local 

council respond. In the latter case, however, the response might also entail restricting traffic, or 

banning cars altogether at some point – a power that Kerasote did not have. After the dog-door was 

installed, Merle made use of it repeatedly; there was no evidence that he disliked it, and there was 

evidence that he had been socialising with Zula – socialising is something coanimals usually enjoy 

doing. This last part would refer to the feedback on the effectiveness of the policy. If the DA(s) 

welcome(s) a given policy it should be kept as it is, if not, the members of microboards should report 

this and try to amend whatever problems there might be.  

It is also important to distinguish here between welcomeness in terms of micro-agency and macro-

agency. Micro-agency refers to mundane day to day activities such as “choices about food, leisure 

activities, [and] how to set up one’s bedroom” (Donaldson and Kymlicka, 2016, 180), while macro-

agency refers to big decisions such as who is (are) our intimate partner(s), where one lives and so on 

(ibid., 180-183). At the beginning, when Kerasote and Merle started to develop their relationship, Merle 

showed eagerness to get into the car. We can read Merle’s eagerness as indicating welcomeness in 

micro-agency terms. However, in macro-agency terms it became apparent that Merle did not truly 

welcome being car-bound for long periods of time as evidenced by Merle’s boredom when Kerasote 

spent long days in the library, working, and so on.  

It is important to understand the relationship between these two kinds of welcomeness, and how in 

some cases one will need to deconstruct a DA’s ‘yes’ by taking into account what DAs tell us in the 
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macro-picture. What I mean to say is that when Merle got a dog-door and learnt what hiking boots, 

mountain bike, and books meant, he was then able to decide whether he wanted to join Kerasote. In 

other words, while Merle always welcomed a ride in the car at the beginning, his boredom indicated 

that in terms of macro-agency he was not welcoming the day as a whole: had Merle known that he was 

going to stay in the trailer for many hours and that he had the choice to do something else, he would 

not have been eager to go with Kerasote. As a matter of fact, when Merle learnt that ‘books’ meant 

library, he decided to stay put in the porch and not go into the car. While welcomeness is crucial, 

welcomeness needs to be combined with Donaldson and Kymlicka’s distinction of micro-agency and 

macro-agency, how they can overlap (or not) with each other, and a fair amount of attentive 

deconstruction. In short, microboard members would need to be attentive to the factors that Merle’s 

case illustrates: whether Merle’s first micro-welcomeness is then unwelcomed in terms of macro-

agency, and how to respond to such scenarios (in this case with a dog-door).   

The omnipresence of power 

Let us return to MacKinnon since there is an aspect of her conceptualisation of welcomeness that is 

important for how microboards should operate and does not sufficiently account, in my view, for some 

of the insights advanced in this dissertation, and Foucault’s work on the nature of power relationships. 

MacKinnon says that:  

When a sexual interaction is equal, consent is not needed and does not occur because there is no 

transgression to be redeemed. Call it sex. And when a sexual incursion is not equal, no amount of 

consent makes it equal, hence redeems it from being violative. Call it sexual assault. This statement does 

not end here. If sex is equal between partners who socially are not, it is mutuality, reciprocity, respect, 

trust, desire – as well as sometimes fly-to-the-moon hope and a shared determination to slip the bonds 

of convention and swim upstream together – not one-sided acquiescence or ritualized obeisance or an 

exchange of sex for other treasure that makes it intimate, interactive, moving, communicative, warm, 

personal, loving. If this seems complicated or out of reach or all a bit heavy, sex equality across society 

will make it simple and light. Actually, it is inequality of power that makes it seem like a grim political 

project, complex and distant (MacKinnon 2016, 476). 
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Whilst I endorse MacKinnon’s position regarding consent, I think that the understanding of equality 

discussed in the previous quote undermines how power irremediably structures sexual interactions, or 

any interaction for that matter, to be in some respects unequal. To be clear, when a sexual interaction 

occurs, the persons involved should deconstruct the terms in which that interaction happens: are any 

of the persons dominating the sexual interaction? When sex happens between heterosexual individuals, 

is the man (or men) dictating what and how the sex happens? The point is that persons can and should 

see themselves as equals in MacKinnon’s sense, and deliberately co-construct sex, and pursue equality 

and justice in their sexual interactions. However, even if we did not live in a patriarchal 

heteronormative and sexist society, and a culture of rape in which “sex is what women are for,” as 

MacKinnon insightfully argues (2016, 452), it is likely that sexual interactions would remain unequal. 

There might be a person or persons that dominate(s) a given sexual interaction: one of the persons 

might be more inexperienced or insecure, another might have traumatic experiences that shape her/his 

sexual life, and certainly, gender will be present while the sexual interaction occurs, in both heterosexual 

and homosexual interactions, and so will the power relationships that come with it.  

I think that MacKinnon’s conception of equality and inequality stems from her understanding of 

power as ‘something’ localisable. MacKinnon says, for example, “in the context of historically unequal 

power relations, in which members of one group have more power than members of another . . .” 

(2016, 441-442). It is here where Foucault’s insights seem paramount. Foucault argues that power 

constitutes our-selves and interactions of all kinds. As counter-intuitive as it might seem, especially in 

the context of a patriarchal heteronormative carnistic culture of rape, power is not localised in a given 

group (men or human), power is, instead, omnipresent: “not because it has the privilege of 

consolidating everything under its invincible unity, but because it is produced from one moment to 

the next, at every point, or rather in every relation from one point to another. Power is everywhere; 

not because it embraces everywhere, but because it comes from everywhere” (Foucault 1976/1998, 

93). This means that in some respects a sexual interaction and a human-animal relationship cannot be 

fully equal: “relations of power are not in a position of exteriority with respect to other types of 

relationships . . . but are immanent in the latter . . . power comes from below; that is, there is no binary 
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and all-encompassing opposition between rulers and ruled” (Foucault 1976/1998, 93). When a human, 

for example, subjugates and exploits a cow by milking her until she is ‘spent’ (Gillespie 2018), power 

structures the relationship of exploitation through the interaction: “power comes from below” (Foucault 

1976/1998, 93).16  

Importantly, analysing the oppression experienced by the cow should not entail focusing on the 

suffering of the cow,17 or on whether the cow had consented. Instead, as MacKinnon meticulously 

argues (2016), we should focus on the human, that is, on those who exploit and violate animals such 

as cows. This kind of reasoning drove me to provide the theory of human sovereignty over animals 

and Western language advanced in Chapter Two. We saw that the subjectivities of Westerners emerge 

from and are constituted by a violent Western conceptuality that situates us humans as sovereign over 

animals, that is, as beings with the self-proclaimed unfounded right to decide over animals’ lives 

(Derrida 2008b, Wadiwel 2015). These insights direct our attention to understanding that when we 

choose, in many cases the decisions available to us are not of our choosing: our Western sovereign 

conceptuality has already shaped our very thinking and the terms of our decision-making processes 

before the choice is made. This discussion is related to power because power relationships occur between 

subjects, who are constituted in profound ways by our anthropocentric Western language.  

Recalling Claire Jean Kim’s crucial insights on race should be helpful for understanding why power 

operates through human subjects. Kim argues that our existence is “lived through race” (Kim 2016), that 

we “see, feel, think, and act” (Kim 2015, 20) within sexist, racist and anthropocentric epistemologies 

and discourses (Ko 2019, 95). Recall that ‘within’ directs our attention to understanding that we are 

composed by a set of discourses (Foucault 1976/1998), cultures (Adams 1990/2015, Joy 2010) 

epistemologies (Wadiwel 2015), and Western conceptuality to be sexist, racist and anthropocentric 

                                                           
16 It is worth noting that while power ‘comes from below’ when, for example, animals resist and different technologies of 
violence are used to counter animals’ resistance (Wadiwel 2016, 2018), there are instances of total domination in which 
there are no power relationships whatsoever. As Claire Palmer argues, if a cat is completely immobilised by being strapped 
and bound, “there is no relationship . . . All spontaneity and almost all communication is removed from our brutal 
encounter. Thus it cannot be a power relationship” (Palmer 2001, 354). Wadiwel responds that resistance and power 
relationships are more complex, and gives the example of chicken resisting in slaughterhouses by biting, or trying to escape 
(Wadiwel 2015, 1-4, 10). While I concur with Wadiwel, Palmer’s argument also seems sound to me. To give a more extreme 
example, if a being is sedated, or her limbs, horns, teeth, claws, and so on are amputated, or s/he is so fat that her legs 
break, there is a point where, as Palmer contends, there can be no power relationship. 
17 Which is not to say that we should not be empathetic (Gruen 2015). 
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subjects. Mirroring Aph Ko’s grammar of ‘within’ (2019, 95), we can similarly say that when we see, 

we see within power; that when we act, we act within power; and that when we feel, we feel within power. 

To be clear, I do not intend to exempt a man from response-ability when a man commits rape, sexual 

assault, or micro-sexist actions, but rather suggest that the man’s subjectivity was not, in many respects, 

decided by him. It is within this context that a man’s violent decision takes place.18 This reading of 

power suggests that individuals and groups might not ‘have’ power after all (Mackinnon 2016, 441-

442): power is present in interactions and acts through our subjectivities. Power is omnipresent 

(Foucault 1976/1998, 93). 

The reader might wonder: why are the last paragraphs relevant for the discussion related to 

welcomeness in the context of microboards? The last paragraphs are important because one could 

think, reading MacKinnon, that welcomeness could occur in a paradigm of total equality in which DAs 

would somehow express such a clear desire to undertake a given action, or welcome a certain policy 

so much, that there would be no need for deconstruction any longer. While this might be the case in 

some instances, there is a danger in thinking of power as ‘something’ that one person or group has. 

Presumably, if a dominant group ceased to have power we could then be somehow in peace. One might 

think ‘we made it, we’ve reached equality!’ This would risk producing a sense of self-assuredness, as if 

we did not need to deconstruct and self-deconstruct any longer (Calarco 2004, 195). But as Foucault 

shows, power is always present in human-human and human-animal interactions. What is more, if 

something has become apparent in the course of this dissertation it is that Western language constitutes 

our subjectivities and constantly acts on and through us to be violent against animals. For this reason, 

we should think of deconstruction as a feminist practice that needs to be undertaken everyday if we 

are to lead good and just lives with others. What I am trying to argue is that microboards’ members 

would need to assimilate these insights, almost always deconstruct, and be wary of thinking that full 

equality might have been reached.   

What would these zoodemocratic microboards look like then? 

                                                           
18 For a similar argument, see Butler 2003 and Magnus 2006. 
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I would like to pause and sum up what we have seen so far regarding how microboards could be 

operationalised to effectively zoodemocratise our polis, enable DAs’ agencies and translate animals’ 

political decisions into concrete policies. First, microboards would be comprised by DAs, the human 

community with whom DAs would interact the most (e.g., the humans that frequent the local park) 

and friends of animals who would know animals well (e.g., humans who live in a DA’s home). 

Importantly, the humans would need to be chosen by DAs (Donaldson 2020a, 722). At the early stages, 

that is, soon after creating microboards and starting to zoodemocratise the polis (or human-centric 

polis), DAs’ choice would be limited in some respects because their subjectivities would have been 

shaped by humans in such a way that many of their abilities to exercise agency would need to be 

progressively enabled. Whilst this is the case, we should not see DAs as incapable beings whose 

potential might be realised at some point in the future when their agency is enabled. It is my contention 

that DAs are already agents and that, as we will see below, if we are open to being surprised and 

transformed by DAs, we humans will change fundamentally and become more animal-like.  

The role of the microboards’ members would consist in explaining what DAs had said to them 

policy-wise (Donaldson 2020a, 723). For example, some DAs might scratch doors insistently, or be 

agitated at home, indicating their eagerness to go outside home and spend more time roaming the city, 

playing with friends, or sunbathing. This might require changing our transport system, undertaking 

infrastructural changes, and transforming human-built environments. It might become a legal 

requirement that where a human-built household is shared between DAs and humans, a door for DAs 

must be built so that DAs can come and go of their own volition. As policies are implemented 

according to what members of microboards suggest, there should be a process of dynamic feedback 

between DAs’ response to the policies, microboards members and policy-makers to evaluate whether 

the policies are successful and act accordingly (Donaldson 2020a, 723).  

Humans participating in microboards should, however, constantly deconstruct power relationships 

and how our legacy of human dominion over animals, carnistic culture and Western language affect, 

and sometimes determine, one’s reading of a given situation. For instance, some members of 

microboards, as sovereign subjects, might be excessively cautious about how much freedom DAs 
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should have. The idea that DAs are dumb animals who cannot lead self-determined lives might be too 

ingrained in some human subjectivities which might lead some to be content with hearing a ‘yes’ from 

a DA. But as MacKinnon argues, consent (or a ‘yes’) is not enough (MacKinnon 2016, 454). 

Microboards and policy-makers will need to deconstruct the structures, decisions, and biographies of 

DAs to assess whether a given action can be regarded as one of welcomeness or a ‘yes’ in MacKinnon’s 

sense. In other words, members of microboards and policy-makers will need to examine what decisions 

are available to DAs, how those decisions were constructed in the first place, and the conditions that 

precede those decisions. Hence, microboards’ members would need to ponder questions such as: how 

has this individual animal reached this decision about X option? And, more importantly, how has 

option X emerged in the first place? Were humans the main actors in constructing option X, was it co-

constructed somehow equally, or was it mainly authored by this animal or community of animals?19 It 

is paramount to answer such questions. It is likely that confronting these questions politically will lead 

to the abolition of some jobs or activities (e.g., guide dogs’ training, and the riding of horses), others 

will need to change, and some might remain the same.  

Whatever the decisions, however, members of microboards will need to be constantly alert to how 

power operates and to the fact that “power is everywhere” (Foucault 1976/1998, 93), influencing and 

often determining humans’ actions. Further, the deconstructive welcomeness model of animals’ 

political participation for microboards advocated for here would need to consider micro and macro 

elements of welcomeness. A given DA might welcome an activity in terms of micro-agency, and then 

reject it in macro-agency terms, as illustrated by Merle’s eagerness to get into Kerasote’s car and then 

showing boredom because he had been confined for a long period of time. 

While deconstructing power relationships, Western conceptuality and whether a DA says ‘yes’ or 

welcomes an action is crucial, I contend that humans will only be able to deconstruct such matters if 

we are attentive to our coanimality and self-deconstruct our-selves. This is particularly poignant in the 

case that concerns us because one of the most important tasks of microboards’ members is the 

                                                           
19 It is my contention that this kind of questions should also inform multiethnographies’ ethics protocols (e.g., Van Patter 
and Blattner 2020) and actual multiethnographies (e.g., Gillespie 2018, Blattner et al. 2020). 
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translation of non-human animals’ will and desires into proposals for concrete policies. How could 

members of microboards listen to animals meaningfully if our subjectivities remain anthropocentric?  

In the following section I explore through a case study how our coanimality can be enabled, and the 

kind of process of subjective transformation that most humans need to experience for microboards to 

be an effective form of animal political participation.  

6.3. Learning to Sense as CoAnimals: Transformative CoAnimal Practices 

The case I will examine in this section relates to a process of mutual becoming that occurred between 

vegan and animal rights scholar Reingard Spannring and her horse-friend Freja, who Spannring used 

to ride.20 I will study this process of subjective transformation at three levels: subject, social, and 

environmental. We will see that being attentive to all these levels is crucial for members of microboards 

to fulfil their role adequately.  

Spannring explains that the relationship between Freja and herself was anthropocentric and 

hierarchically constructed because, as a matter of fact, training a horse to be ridden requires inhibiting, 

restricting and in some respects distorting horses’ aptitudes to be responsive and “express [themselves] 

and [their] cognitive ability to create [their] own understanding of a given situation” (De Giorgio & De 

Giorgio-Schoorl, 2013, 103). The reader should know that horses are “supremely social animal[s]” 

(Leblanc 2013, 10), form strong social bonds (Stanley et al. 2018, 175), relate to each other in an 

affiliative manner (Schneider and Krueger 2012), and live in social groups or harems, if humans do not 

prevent them from doing so.21 When humans do not break mares-foals relationships, mares take care 

of their foals (Watts et al. 2020) and play with them (Cameron et al. 2008).  Horses’ collective way of 

living suggests that they manage their internal affairs in an independent manner and that they have 

their own internal dynamics as a herd. Considering that there can be no community without rules, and 

that horses are social beings who would live in communities if they were not forced to live alone by 

                                                           
20  Eventually, however, Spannring stopped riding Freja. Both Freja and Spannring have transformed each other’s 
subjectivities and continue to co-author their animal practices, as Reingard Spannring herself kindly explained in 
correspondence. 
21 Harems are communities of horses in which mares are the dominant members of the bands and the ones that provide 
stability (Ransom and Cade 2009, 1-2). 
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humans, horses have collective interests in “autonomy as a means of community flourishing” 

(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, 172) and in having “their [own] modes of social organisation” (ibid., 

173). However, when horses are “subjected to the methodological measures that ensure compliance 

with human requirements, the essence of the horse as a cognitive and social animal remains unrealized” 

(Spannring 2019, 85).22 For this reason, Spannring argues that the liberation of horses and animals 

other than horses (including humans) requires “the opening of a pedagogical space, in which both 

human and horse can learn, [which] presupposes a process of self-deconstruction on the part of the 

human” (Spannring 2019, 85).  

Before continuing, I would like to note that Western language and the gathering ability of the logos 

are acting in the previous lines. Spannring talks of ‘the essence of the horse’ in relation to horses’ 

cognitive and social nature. While there is some truth to those lines, it is also evident that Spannring is 

seeing Freja at that instance in teleological terms. In other words, at that instance Freja’s otherness is 

being turned into the ideal of the horse by the gathering ability of the logos. Once more, we see how 

Western language impels us to homogenise a specific and singular other. A unique individual (Freja) 

becomes a totalising end: ‘the essence of the horse’. 

As a vegan and animal rights scholar, Spannring felt the need to align her ethico-political stance 

with her relationship with Freja (ibid., 86). To this end, she studied cognitive horse ethology and did 

both a multispecies ethnography and an autoethnography of how her relationship with Freja was 

transformed as Spannring diametrically changed her behaviour and interactions with Freja (2019). 

Spannring’s ethnography can be regarded as what Kathryn Gillespie calls “politicized multispecies 

ethnography” (2019, 17–18), that is, an ethnography of a “transformative nature” (ibid., 18) that seeks 

to rupture anthropocentric logics of human mastery. This ‘politicized’ human-horse ethnography led 

Spannring to write two field notes (Spannring 2019, 87, 91) about the process of subjective co-

transformation that Freja and Spannring underwent over nine months.  

                                                           
22 For an extensive discussion of this matter, see De Giorgio & De Giorgio-Schoorl 2013. 
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My analysis will focus on examining these field notes through the critical lens of this dissertation. 

This reading, however, should not be seen as a critique of Spannring’s work or of Spannring herself. 

On the contrary, I will draw on Spannring’s deconstruction of her own anthropocentrism (Spannring 

2019, 85) since her aim was to rupture the sovereignty that structured her subjectivity and her 

relationship with Freja. As has become apparent in the course of this dissertation, self-deconstruction 

is a necessary condition to build a just ethico-politics with other coanimals. Spannring’s work is 

exemplary in this regard, hence my choice. 

In the first field note, which is from the 7th of September of 2016, Spannring explains that while 

she was riding Freja, she struggled to let Freja decide:  

Every now and then, she stops, cocks her hind leg, looks around and listens. I look back at the stable. 

We hear the other horses neighing. Freja pricks her ears but does not answer. Seemingly, a whole lot of 

time passes. Although I had left with the intention of following her decisions, I feel impatience coming 

up. I realize how much my normal activities with Freja are framed and organized by my own aims, meanings, energy, 

rhythm and time, my ideas. Freja moves on, stops, moves on again. Thoughts rush into my head. I hear a 

voice saying, ‘You should not let the horse decide what to do. You should be in charge’ [my emphasis] (Spannring 

2019, 87). 

In this first fragment we can already identify multiple aspects of Spannring’s subjectivity that prevented 

her of being attentive to Freja’s will and desires. First, it is evident that Spannring’s anthropocentric 

subjectivity impelled her to determine what activities Freja could do and how she could do them: ‘I 

realize how much my normal activities with Freja are framed and organized by my own aims, meanings, 

energy, rhythm and time, my ideas.’ Second, notice that Spannring’s anthropocentrism is constitutively 

ableist: her ‘rhythm and time’ are not that of any human, but of a woman who has been subjectively 

formed to exist as an able-bodied and rational woman. 23  As Taylor says of disability, disability 

“challenge[s] us to see the sensuality, the unruliness, the beautiful potential of living alternative ways of 

moving through space and of being in time [my emphasis]” (Taylor 2017, 136), and so do animals. It is my 

                                                           
23 In other words, ableism and anthropocentrism are interconstituted. 
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contention that the very “sense and value” of ontology (Derrida 2004, 64), that is, the very situated 

nature of time and space needs to change: from an anthropocentrically and ableist way of being to a 

mode of existence that is opened toward plural ways of experiencing space and time. This claim does 

not only refer to how we conceive space and time, it refers to how we live and experience our existence 

– in truth, it comes down to who we are. A response-able ethics ought to take these insights to its 

heart, that is, we need to be open and welcome others’ invitations to change our beings.24 Third, and 

as we saw in Chapter Two, Western language often speaks in our ear to exercise dominion over animals. 

Spannring’s words could not capture this more eloquently: ‘I hear a voice saying, ‘You should not let 

the horse decide what to do. You should be in charge.’’  

The latter words also evince that Foucault’s understanding of power is accurate because power is 

immanent in the relationship between Freja and Spannring (Foucault 1976/1998, 93). Crucially, it is 

not only that Spannring holds, for example, a position of power over Freja under the law – Spannring 

legally owns Freja and has a fundamental legal right to use her –, power literally emerges through their 

relationship, i.e. it is through the relationship that Freja is impelled to dominate Freja. Similarly, when 

Spannring decides to resist the hierarchical power relationship between them, this also stems from and 

within the relationship of power in itself. Hence, power should not only be read in terms of oppression 

and hierarchy, power should also be read as freedom, resistance, and justice. Let me examine more 

carefully how Spannring  resists the sovereign voice that speaks in her ear.  

Spannring says: “I shake off these thoughts and redirect my attention to our bodies. Freja picks up some 

speed. Further up the road she stops dead, her head high. Something is rustling in the trees. I feel her 

attentive tension. Eventually, a jaybird emerges and noisily flies off. Freja relaxes and resumes her walk [my 

emphasis]” (2019, 87). Spannring focuses on Freja’s body through her own animal conceptual senses 

and embodiment. This allows her to ‘shake off these thoughts’ of dominion over Freja. I say 

‘conceptual senses’ because Spannring reads Freja’s feelings through her own body: tension as tension 

                                                           
24 On response-ability as an ethic, see Derrida 2008a, Haraway 2008, Oliver 2009, 2010. 
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allows Spannring to feel Freja’s tension, and relaxation as relaxation allows her to sense Freja relaxing. 

Our coanimals’ bodies speak, they are inherently conceptual; we need only to listen to them.  

To elaborate on the argument advanced in Chapter Five that our bodies and senses are conceptual, 

let us consider how we exist in a sensory-conceptual manner. Consider, for example, how we perceive 

the breeze touching our bodies as breeze through the sense of touch – notice that we do not need to 

think ‘I feel the breeze,’ we simply feel it and know. Consider further how we notice that Spring is here 

when we smell the scent of flowers, or our ability to know what a given food is through taste. The 

senses and feelings of coanimals are constitutively conceptual: we feel and exist conceptually.  

I have said above that animals speak. Freja illustrates animals’ speaking perfectly when  

[s]he catches up with my [Spannring’s] dog who has been running ahead of us. She comes to a halt 

behind him as he stops to sniff the ground. Her head is level with his body and she intently watches 

him as he examines a plant. After a long moment, she takes a step forward and gently nudges the dog 

with her nose to move on (Spannring 2019, 87).  

We see here an instance of inter-species communication between a horse and a dog: the horse says to 

the dog that it is time to move on, the dog understands the nudge and they continue with their stroll. 

This kind of action might seem mundane and relatively irrelevant to some eyes but it is crucial for 

building multispecies zoodemocratic systems because the action is underlain by a shared sensory-

conceptual space within which animals such as dogs and horses communicate with each other and can, 

for instance, welcome or unwelcome an action. We can understand that the dog is willing to keep 

walking when he continues with the stroll.25 

Interestingly, when Freja decides to return home, and after Spannring had spent a fair amount of 

time being attentive to Freja’s body, Spannring decides to “slide off so that I [Spannring] can walk with 

her” (2019, 87). Spannring starts the ride on top of Freja with the intention of not mastering her, and 

at the end she wants to walk at Freja’s level so that they are literally on a level playing field: the 

                                                           
25 Incidentally, we should expect that animals such as horses and dogs might establish relationships of friendship and 
perhaps even multispecies communities in the zoopolis to come. I believe this would perhaps put in question the divide 
liminal-citizen as conceived by Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) – see Wadiwel 2013 for a critique of the liminal-citizen 
divide. 
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hierarchical relationship of sovereignty is corporeally falling apart. As it gets quite cold, Spannring asks 

Freja to go back with her to the stable and then “lots of thoughts and feelings surge back: I [Spannring] 

revel in these shared moments. I start questioning the meaning of my riding lessons for Freja and our 

relationship. I worry about what my friends would say if I stopped participating in our equestrian 

activities. I engage in futile attempts to foresee and even plan my new future with Freja” (2019, 87). 

Here we see an essential component to attuning ourselves to our coanimality: Spannring’s thoughts 

and feelings emerge from their embodied experience, and from Spannring’s willingness to hold back 

and let Freja mark the rhythm and the form and content of their interaction.  

It seems to me that this latter aspect is not as central as it should be in pro-agency literature where 

enabling animals’ agency is often stressed in terms of humans enabling animals’ agency. While humans 

enabling other animals’ agency is important, our position of subjective and political sovereignty over 

animals will not go unless we understand that it is by letting animals like Freja take control, that Freja 

is capable of enabling Spannring’s agency as a coanimal: the very possibility of creating a zoodemocracy 

depends on actions and processes of co-transformation of this kind.  

In a similar vein, nine months after the first field note, the 8th of June of 2017, Spannring explains 

an adventure that happened “with Freja and two other horses” outside the paddock (2019, 90). She 

says:   

I join the little herd as they forage in a large alpine pasture. Slowly moving with them, I observe how 

they balance their bodies on the steep mountainside by bending the joints of their uphill legs. I can feel 

my own body doing that, slightly leaning towards the mountainside, relaxing. I hear the rhythmic 

chewing and smell the scent of the torn grass blades. I get down on all four to explore the diversity of 

the grasses myself. I feel the warm, damp ground and find a pillow of wild thyme. I bury my face in it, 

smell its fragrance and let its tiny twigs touch my skin. I listen to the hooves approaching and suddenly 

feel Freja’s lips exploring my hand. Without looking, I turn my hand to feel her soft nose. In the next 

moment, a screech draws our attention. The horses and I follow the sound in the sky. Two young 

buzzards are playing high above us (Spannring 2019, 91). 



230 
 

One of Matthew Calarco’s most important insights in relation to indistinction is the shift of direction 

from a way of living and thinking that is ‘like humans’ to one that is ‘like animals’ (2015, 49-50). Calarco 

wants to displace the human from the centre so that a new animal (including human) politics can emerge 

(ibid., 54). It seems to me that Spannring’s subjective transformation is a paradigmatic example of the 

kind of indistinct subjectivity that Calarco impels us to seek (2018, 54-58) in that Spannring started to 

behave and be like horses. This is partly a conscious effort as she intentionally observes how, for 

instance, horses “balance their bodies on the steep mountainside by bending the joints of their uphill 

legs” (Spannring 2019, 91), but Spannring also lets her body be and take control of her-self: “I can feel 

my own body doing that, slightly leaning towards the mountainside, relaxing” (ibid., 91).  

What is more, Spannring appears to become horse-like even in her posture. After almost a year of 

self-deconstruction and subjective co-transformation, she goes from riding Freja, that is, being 

physically on top of Freja to being “on all fours to explore the diversity of the grasses myself” 

(Spannring 2019, 91). By being on all fours alongside Freja and the two other horses, Spannring 

physically situates herself among the herd, and ceases to be on top at both the physical and political 

levels – if they can be distinguished at all, that is.  

Spannring is also becoming part of the environment and landscape. Instead of being a separate 

creature who rules over nature (Plumwood 1993/2000), Spannring literally immerses herself into it 

with the other horses: “I hear the rhythmic chewing and smell the scent of the torn grass blades . . . I 

feel the warm, damp ground and find a pillow of wild thyme. I bury my face in it, smell its fragrance 

and let its tiny twigs touch my skin” (ibid., 91). It is important to notice that the sensory-conceptual 

experience that Spannring describes is shared by and with the horses. The four of them are smelling 

the torn grass blades as torn grass blades, feeling warmth as warmth, the damp ground as damp ground, 

and so on. This shared experience was in great part possible due to the process of attunement to her 

animality that Spannring underwent over a period of almost a year.  

Reading Spannring through Calarco’s environmental and social ethology 
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Spannring explains that the process of mutual becoming she decided to undertake with Freja required 

deterritorialization, a term that she borrows from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guatari (1977). Spannring 

defines deterritorialization as “the move beyond culturally predetermined meanings, relations, and 

practices,” which can “break up the static relations and practices of capitalism, the individual’s own 

interior repression and the oppression of other beings and entities” (2019, 86). In other words, 

Spannring’s main focus in her analysis is on subjectivity.  

Like Spannring, my main focus until now has been on subjectivity. In this section I want to focus 

on a different dimension of deterritorialization that relates to Calarco’s notions of social and 

environmental ethology. Calarco discusses a “literal deterritorialization,” that is a “literal change of social 

and territorial location” (2018, 50). To understand what literal deterritorialization entails, Calarco draws 

on ethologist Joe Hutto’s work (2014). Hutto spent seven years living with mule deer in Wyoming and 

eventually became a member of a deer-herd. This means that when Hutto lived with the mule-deer, he 

did not take the deer into a laboratory to experiment on them. Hutto literally changed his home 

(habitat) and moved to the mountains of Wind River Range in Wyoming, which meant changing his 

social life entirely too: the deer’s social life became his social life (2014). In other words, the relationship 

between Hutto and the deer was not only “entirely of their choosing” (Hutto 2014, 291) because they 

were the ones who eventually accepted Hutto in the herd, but because Hutto accepted and respected 

the deer-herd’s own mode of social organisation, their social norms and where they lived, i.e., Hutto 

approached them in their territory and in their terms, and he made gestures of invitation but always 

held back: the deer decided whether Hutto could be closer, for example, and he respected their 

decisions. 

While Spannring’s writing does not explore this dimension of her relationship with Freja explicitly, 

there are important elements in her narrative of the kind of deterritorialization described by Calarco. 

The terms in which Freja and Spannring relate to the territory, where they go for walks, and so on 

changes as Spannring ceases to ride Freja and enables her to take the lead. In the alpine pasture, Freja 

explores the terrain, relates to the ecology in her own terms without being ridden, follows her own 

rhythm, and forges new friendships with other horses as she sees fit. While there are important 
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differences with Hutto’s case – Freja always returns to the stable –, there are also important elements 

of literal deterritorialization (Calarco 2018). What is important to understand from these last lines is 

that we cannot understand who Freja and Spannring were becoming only in terms of individual 

subjective co-transformation. They also changed by being grounded in a given territory and through 

their relationship to the territory and the other horses. The entangled existence of Freja and Spannring 

is composed by the territory in itself and the social world they co-authored with the other two horses.   

 Calarco (2018, 51-54) also discusses an environmental element of Hutto’s experience with the 

deer-herd that is present in Spannring’s case too. As Hutto became more attuned to the deer-herd, he 

progressively understood that the deer and their ecological relations were interconstituted. As Calarco 

describes it, the deer became “indiscernible from those [ecological] relations” (2018, 51). In this line, 

Hutto says:  

Mule deer, sage brush, snow, and mountain became indistinguishable . . . This singular vision of a 

creature so perfectly interwoven into the ecology instantly transformed the way in which I perceived 

this remarkable animal, but also forever changed my understanding of its significance as an indivisible 

component within the landscape (2014, 51). 

We can appreciate something similar occurring in the process of subjective transformation experienced 

by Freja and Spannring. As they get progressively immersed in the ecology of the alpine pasture, their 

subjectivities get entangled and constituted by ecological relationships. In other words, the “near-

exclusive focus on bounded individuals” (Calarco 2018, 51-52) in critical animal studies cannot account 

for these insights. What Calarco impels us to think through his analysis of Hutto’s work is that an 

individual animal – whether a horse, deer, or human – cannot be understood as being isolated from 

her herd and the broader ecology: “one cannot be fully responsible to [animals] without appreciating 

their being irreducibly nested within these various ontological relations” (Calarco 2018, 52).  

What this reading shows is that the very sense of who Freja and Spannring were changed: from a 

human and an animal who were separate entities from earth – Freja was stripped of being part of a 

herd and a wild ecology, and Spannring constructed to be a sovereign subject over Earth and other 
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animals – to beings who got progressively constituted by social, ecological and environmental 

relationships.  

Recall that in the last field note, the horses and Spannring were on all fours, smelling the torn grass 

blades together, sensing each other’s movements, chewing, Freja’s soft nose touched Spannring’s hand, 

and they all felt the humidity of the damp grass. Spannring even buried her face into the thyme. In the 

last line of the field note, Spannring says: “a screech draws our attention. The horses and I [who were 

on all fours as coanimals] follow the sound in the sky. Two young buzzards are playing high above us” 

(2019, 91). In this experience, we can appreciate a common existence that occurs within a shared 

sensory-conceptual space in which Freja, the two other horses, and Spannring respond simultaneously 

as individuals and a herd, and grounded into a specific territory, to a screech and the young buzzards 

playing above them.  

Before returning to the microboards, I would like to look at the previous pages with the perspective 

that the dissertation as a whole can give us at this stage. One of my main aims in this and the previous 

chapter has consisted (and consists) in articulating what the shared sensory-conceptual space assumed 

by authors like Donaldson and Kymlicka, Calarco, Hutto and Spannring entails. The reason why I have 

focused on theorising this dimension of our shared coanimal existence resides in great part in 

countering the Western conceptuality that constitutes Westerners’ subjectivities and institutions. 

Western language, I argued, keeps the animal sensory-conceptual capacities of humans in abeyance. 

What we can learn from the previous pages is that our human coanimality can serve as a counterforce 

to Western language and how to counter it: through practices and experiences with other animals, 

different social worlds and territories. Animals can enable our human coanimality if we are open to 

listen and be fundamentally changed. In this process, it is also crucial to undertake constant self-

deconstruction and pay  attention to the sensory-conceptual existence that is shared between humans 

and other than human animals.26 We need to touch, smell, taste, hear, and see, and be touched, smelled, 

                                                           
26 On the awakening of our coanimality, see also Sunaura Taylor’s wonderful narrative on how she claims her animality as 
a disabled woman (2017, 115). 
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tasted, heard, and seen not only like animals, but also as coanimals who are constituted by our territories 

and social lives.  

Lessons from Freja and Spannring with a look towards microboards    

The discussion presented in this section is important for operationalising microboards in various ways. 

First, Spannring shows us a way forward to undertaking self-deconstruction as “an openness towards 

the other” (Derrida 2004, 155) by being attentive to Freja and her own body. Self-deconstruction is 

crucial for operationalising microboards because one of the main tasks of microboards’ members 

would consist in listening to DAs (Donovan and Adams 2007, 4), transcribing and sometimes 

interpreting what DAs tell us (Blattner 2020, 103-104) from a position of coanimality rather than 

dominion. Microboards should then play, at least initially, the role of suggesting and in some respects 

determining the policies and politics of Zooterrapolis. This kind of self-deconstruction should impel 

humans to hold ourselves back, enable other’s rhythms, feelings and agencies. Self-deconstruction 

should simultaneously allow one’s own self’s rhythms and existence to be cotransformed. It is my 

contention that DAs’ political agency cannot be enabled by humans unless the kind of self-

deconstruction discussed here occurs, which means that self-deconstruction should be a crucial 

component in operationalising microboards. The reader should hopefully understand better now why 

self-deconstruction and deconstruction have played such a central role in this thesis as a whole. 

Second, Spannring’s case (2019), and Calarco’s insights (2018, 2020, 37), also illuminate that the 

kind of subjective transformation that humans need to experience cannot be reduced to the Cartesian 

self, that is, an individual subject who is separated from her relationships, community, territory and 

ecology. Instead, Spannring and Freja blend with the environment and the herd of horses, they literally 

become the ecology in itself together with the other horses. Microboards’ members, and zoocitizens 

more generally, should also strive to co-change as Spannring does. What is important to understand is 

that DAs and humans should not be regarded as isolated individuals, but rather as integral to the social 

world and ecology of the city, town, the lakes, rivers, ponds, local parks, streets, and so on. Insofar as 

microboards’ members work would consist, among other things, in suggesting and determining 
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policies and a politics according to what DAs decide, it is paramount that microboards’ members are 

attentive to the fact that humans and DAs are constituted by the ecology of their neighbourhood, and 

sometimes even a building.  

To be more concrete, let us imagine that the local assembly of a town or city considers demolishing 

an ‘abandoned’ building with the intention of creating a park with multiple facilities that would benefit 

DAs (e.g., shelters for different species, ponds so that DAs can refresh themselves in the summer 

months, recreational spaces to play, and so on). Let us imagine further that in a future zoopolis the 

building was claimed by wild animals and feral DAs who formed a multispecies community for several 

generations. A Cartesian model of subjectivity might lead one to think that it would be better for 

individuals to have access to the potential new facilities in the new local park, and disregard what it 

might mean to live in that building for animals whose social norms, culture and generational knowledge 

might depend on the building (territory) itself.27 However, if the members of microboards are aware 

and attentive to the fact that the building’s ecology constitutes the animals’ subjectivities, multispecies 

culture and ancestral knowledge, the microboards would then be able to appropriately listen to what 

animals tell them. It is here where we can see that listening does not only entail one to one, or one to 

several for that matter, attentiveness, but a more complex set of ecological and environmental 

conditions and dispositions that need to structure humans’ subjectivities.28  

 Finally, I think that Spannring’s case also illustrates how members of microboards could scaffold 

their own choices and those of animals. To explain, as Spannring and Freja’s relationship had been 

anthropocentrically and unilaterally determined by humans (e.g., Freja had been trained and 

subjectivised to be ridden and obey humans), Spannring adopted a ‘let Freja decide’ approach. In this 

way, Freja started to author not only her life and way of being but also that of Spannring, i.e., Freja 

was authoring Spannring’s subjectivity. I think that if we genuinely allow ourselves to be transformed 

by other animals, we will not only be surprised by animals but also by our own selves, by our own 

coanimality. It is likely that some aspects of the process of attuning ourselves to our coanimality will 

                                                           
27 I would like to direct the reader to Blattner, Donaldson and Wilcox’s excellent account of multispecies social norms and 
co-existence at VINE sanctuary (2020, 12-16). 
28 See Calarco 2018, 2022. 
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be realised after an initial temporary developmental process (e.g., Spannring becoming horse-like and 

ceasing to ride Freja), but in other respects, we will need to work every day, and be constantly open to 

changing and responding attentively.   

6.4. What Would this CoAnimal Democracy Look Like Then?  

In the context of a liberal democracy, this section intends to be more speculative, and imagines what 

a coanimal democracy based on the ethico-politics developed throughout this dissertation could look 

like in a post-climate-change future.29 By ‘post-climate-change future’ I mean to say a time after the 

devastating effects of climate change hit Earth and Earth’s inhabitants with full force. Human-induced 

activities have already had a  profoundly harmful impact on Earth and earthlings30 and will continue 

to do so in the coming decades: many places on Earth that are habitable for coanimals will become 

uninhabitable (e.g., Lustgarten 2020), and many wild animals, DAs and humans will die due to harmful 

human induced activities (Urban 2015).31 The reader should imagine that the scenario portrayed in this 

section is situated at some point at the beginning of the 22nd century and after many catastrophic events 

have happened, and that it is narrated in the 2150s. Location-wise, the section portrays different 

historical moments in which London, England, and many other cities and countries in the world 

transition from a human-centric polis and democracy to a zoopolis and zoodemocracy.  

6.4.1. Towards a zoodemocratic England 

As the harmful consequences of human induced activities, climate change, and industrial farming 

reached their peak, humans’ epistemological and ontological positioning changed. For centuries many 

social and intellectual movements had been crying that humans were earthlings like any other animals, 

                                                           
29 I assume a liberal and capitalist paradigm in this section because it seems realistic to think that some form of liberal 
nation-state capitalist system will continue to exist in the near future. Hence, I do not regard this section as an ideal one, 
but a feasible one.  
30 For instance, over the last fifty years there has been a “68% decrease in population sizes of mammals, birds, amphibians, 
reptiles and fish” (WWF 2020, 6).  
31 16% of species are predicted to go extinct in the coming decades if climate policies do not change dramatically (Urban 
2015, 571), mass mortality events, that is events, in which more than 90% of a population dies, “[results] in the death of 
more than a billion individuals, or produc[es] 700 million tons of dead biomass in a single event . . . are rapidly occurring” 
(Fey et al. 2015, 1083).  
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that we needed to assimilate this ethico-political fact, and that we should see our-selves as existing 

within nature, that is, as vulnerable and dependent coanimal mortals.32 This anti-Cartesian worldview 

had become popular all over the world in the years post-hit.33 Many organisations from different 

countries, popularly known as animal and/or earth organisations, advocated for the immediate 

abolition of industrial farming, animal testing, mining, recreational activities such as hunting and 

fishing, and a paradigmatic shift in our transport and energy production systems. 

Eventually, all countries in the world signed a treaty, the Animals and Earth Charter, that banned 

fossil fuel energy production systems, factory farms, fishing (commercial or otherwise) and the hunting 

of animals. Some argued that this shift had happened because it was a moral imperative, but most 

animal and earth organisations thought that states had been forced by the circumstances to radically 

change their policies and politics: water was scarce, an animal based diet required up to 55% more 

water (Vanham et al. 2018), and the rate of extinction and wildlife loss had been so staggering (Urban 

2015, 571) that governments had decided to sign the Animals and Earth Charter.  

The signatories of the treaty were also bound to use the least land uninhabited by humans and 

water possible for agricultural purposes and energy production. This meant that national and local 

governments were obliged to use spaces in cities and towns to produce energy and food. In this way, 

animals were able to reclaim some of the lands that humans had colonised, and nature started a process 

of self-healing. In London, for example, the local assembly decided, among other things, that all the 

roofs of houses and blocks of flats had to be used to plant vegetables and fruit trees such as potatoes, 

carrots, peach trees, and so on. Further, buildings’ walls had to be as covered as possible by climbing 

plants and trees such as runner beans, grape vines, strawberry plants, and so on.  

It became a legal duty for many citizens to farm their own buildings. In some cases, however, (e.g., 

the most vulnerable elderly and those people with disabilities who could not farm their buildings), the 

local government provided state employees. This policy had the collateral effect of strengthening 

communities’ ties. Before the ‘roof’s policy’ – as it was known at the time – was implemented, many 

                                                           
32 See, for example, Kheel 1985, Warren 1990, Plumwood 1993/2002, Pick 2011, Robinson 2013, Adams and Gruen 2014, 
Deckha 2020c. 
33 This term refers to the years after the consequences of harmful human induced activities were felt the most.  
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people didn’t even know their neighbours; but now, they cooperated and did some of the farming 

activities together. For many people farming was new, and so neighbours would teach and give advice 

to each other. This had the long term consequence of farmers (almost all human citizens) assisting 

each other; and in some cases collectives of neighbours emerged and decided to farm their lands in a 

communal manner. 

While the Animals and Earth Charter did not recognise animals’ fundamental rights (e.g., rights to 

political participation and self-determination), many animal movements had advocated for the 

inclusion of fundamental animal rights in the charter. For instance, the England Representative Animal 

Office (ERAO henceforth)34 had long advocated for the recognition of fundamental legal rights for 

animals in England and campaigned for the inclusion of animal rights in the Animals and Earth 

Charter. 

Legal animalhood: a shared legal status for all animals 

When the Animals and Earth Charter was passed, a significant number of English citizens felt 

uncomfortable with the legal status of both animals and humans. The great legal divide between 

humans (legal persons entitled with rights) and animals (legal property without any rights) that had 

been in place for thousands of years remained (Francione 1995; Wise 2002, 31-34). Most English 

citizens thought that animals already participated in the polis and that there was a pressing need to 

recognise the ethico-political fact that humans are animals.  

In this context, academics, activists, and policy makers were commissioned by the ERAO to 

produce a report on how to legally recognise the fundamental rights of animals and effectively enforce 

the rights of animals to political representation before political stakeholders, and governmental and 

inter-governmental bodies. Among other things, the report suggested that the legal status of animals 

should change but that, in contrast to what many political philosophers and legal scholars had 

suggested (Francione 1995; Wise 2002; Kurki 2019; Andrews et al. 2019), it would be strategically 

sound not to focus on granting animals legal personhood (Deckha 2020c, 92). The main reason was 

                                                           
34 The ERAO was the most popular non-governmental English organisation seeking to get fundamental rights for animals.  
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that legal personhood was an anthropocentric legal category because it had been historically produced 

in the image of a white and rational paradigmatic human person who was meant to be independent, 

able bodied and ‘civilised’ (Deckha 2020c, 79-97). The concepts of the paradigmatic human person 

and the animal still structured humans’ subjectivities and society in some fundamental ways.  As a matter 

of fact, way into the 21st century some humans with cognitive disabilities and indigenous peoples were 

still legally discriminated against and disallowed from voting in some countries.35 

All considered, the ERAO decided to create a think tank with the aim of answering the following 

questions: considering that legal personhood is a strategically unsound category to recognise animals’ 

fundamental rights, what should the legal status of animals be? How could it be implemented? And 

what should the content of the status be? The think tank concluded that the best option was to create 

a new legal status: legal animalhood. Legal animalhood was a good choice, the think tank argued, 

because it sidestepped the cognitive and legal dissonance that ‘person-animal’ caused, i.e., paradigmatic 

human person=legal person, animal=non-legal person, and because it captured discursively the group 

of beings that the category was meant to encompass: animals.36  

On the substantive side, the think tank suggested that legal animalhood should serve the purpose 

of being a shared legal status for humans and animals that would recognise certain fundamental legal 

rights for all animals such as legal standing, a right to flourish, liberty, and not to be harmed by humans. 

The think tank also proposed that once legal animalhood had been established, the ERAO should 

form a common front with multiple pro-animal organisations and push for citizenship recognition for 

many animals living in towns and cities. This would entail the recognition of animals’ rights to political 

participation and self-determination.37 They also suggested that microboards should be created to 

                                                           
35 For a more detailed discussion of why legal personhood is anthropocentric and discriminates those beings who deviate 
from the paradigmatic human person, see section 3.3 of this dissertation and Deckha 2020c.  
36 Maneesha Deckha has recently proposed the category of legal beingness (2020c). I propose legal animalhood instead 
because its purpose is substantially different to Deckha’s, i.e., Deckha seeks to substitute personhood for another ideal 
legal category, while legal animalhood is partly a strategic category. Further, in my view, animalhood encapsulates best the 
idea that animals (as opposed to non-animal beings) should have a status other than personhood and property. 
37 The think tank suggested that many non-domesticated animals should be granted citizenship because they thought it was 
anthropocentric not to do so. The think tank questioned why, for example, DAs and wild animals who claimed an 
abandoned building and formed a non-human multispecies community of their own should not have citizenship? 
Coanimals from a human-animal community that led an almost independent existence from the rest of the city had 
citizenship, why should it be different in the non-human case?  
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translate animals’ voices into concrete policies. Finally, the think tank proposed: ‘if animals were 

granted citizenship status, the ERAO should consider proposing a change of cities’ names.’ This 

proposal, were it to be implemented, intended to be a symbolic act that would mark the turning point 

from an anthropocentric polis and democracy to a zoopolis and zoodemocracy.  

The ERAO’s members agreed that the proposals were sound and adopted them soon after the 

think tank’s conclusions were published. As the report was made public, the people of England 

supported both proposals (legal animalhood and citizenship for animals) so overwhelmingly that the 

English government decided to ask both questions on a referendum.  
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The questions read as follows: 

 

                                                           
38 An appendix explaining legal animalhood was added, which included fundamental legal rights to liberty, flourishing, self-
determination, freedom of association, and develop as the kind of individuals and communities we are, among others.  
39 An appendix explaining what species were granted what differential rights to political participation, health, security, and 
shelter, among others, was added (e.g., worms did not have rights to political participation while pigs did). 

BALLOT PAPER                                                                                                 [Official Mark] 

Vote (x) ONLY ONCE                                                                                                    

Should humans and animals have the shared legal status of animalhood?38 

 

                                                                                   YES 

 

                                                                                    NO 

BALLOT PAPER                                                                                                 [Official Mark] 

Vote (x) ONLY ONCE                                                                                                    

Should many animals living in cities have English citizenship?39 

 

                                                                                   YES 

 

                                                                                    NO 
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6.4.2. Zoolondopolis  

As soon as the new legal status for humans and animals was passed, and animals living in cities were 

granted citizenship, there were many proposals to change London’s transport system, name, and the 

implementation of animals’ right to liberty and political participation. Another crucial concern was 

infrastructure: what kind of infrastructural changes were necessary to turn London into a space that 

accommodated the rhythms, sound thresholds and ways of living of all its coanimal citizens? While 

there is no space here to explain all the changes that took place in London and England, I will outline 

a few of them.  

Before proceeding, however, it is worth mentioning that when London’s first coanimal Assembly 

was formed, that is, when microboards’ members voted for the first time in a local election on behalf 

of animals, a structuring piece of legislation was passed in the spirit of early 21st century philosophers 

Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka’s work. The preamble asserted that the intent of the following quote 

should lead future zoopolicies:   

If cars are dangerous, they [children] say, restrict the cars, not us. If the outdoors is polluted, clean it up 

– don’t restrict our right to explore. If you’re worried that crowds of urban youth will vandalize adult-

oriented public spaces, then invest in spaces which respond to, and respect, our interests – don’t impose 

curfews. A common political agenda for children and domesticated animals would not just halt the 

century-long ascendancy of car culture and its impact on urban design. It would re-prioritize the design 

of public space around creatures who like to walk, run, bike, skateboard, hop on and off public 

transportation, play, hang out, disrupt, and explore. It would reimagine public space, and the outdoors, 

as places where ‘feral children’ [and DAs] feel at home . . . rather than feeling like barely tolerated 

interlopers (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2018, 289). 

This spirit was shared by a majority of English human citizens who wanted to somehow keep London’s 

name for identity reasons while acknowledging that London was the hometown of all zoocitizens.  For 

this reason, a referendum was called to change London’s name. Of all the options, the most voted one 

was Zoolondopolis.  
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Given that animals were granted a fundamental legal right to liberty and freedom of association, 

one of the first laws passed in Zoolondopolis was the banning of electric cars. There was an interim 

increase in old public transport services to ensure human citizens could move freely in the city, while 

builders simultaneously constructed Hyperloop trains ten metres over ground level. Hyperloop trains 

were powered by electromagnetic motors, which substantially decreased friction, increasing speed and 

decreasing noise levels. Solar panels and 

wind turbines were the energy sources to 

power the trains, and tubes with a layer of 

acoustic insulation materials were 

constructed around the trains so that birds 

and insects were not killed by train collisions 

and noise did not disturb coanimals.  

The aim of building Hyperloop trains ten metres over ground level was two-fold. First, the 

microboards and all political stakeholders had unanimously agreed that enabling the agency of DAs, 

children, people with disabilities, and wild animals living in cities required building a landscape as easily 

to roam around as possible (e.g., there would be no need for wildlife overpasses or tunnels). Secondly, 

changing the main transport system altogether was a great opportunity to depave roads and plant all 

kinds of trees on the “roads,” enhancing further the politics of letting wildlife reclaim Earth and allow 

Earth to heal itself. The trees were varied: from orange and cherry trees to almond and olive trees. 

These kind of trees had usually thrived in Mediterranean countries, but the increase in world 

temperatures had made the South of England an ideal country for this kind of agriculture.  

As reforms unfolded and London was transformed from an infrastructural point of view, members 

of microboards, English animal and earth organisations, council officials, and politicians considered 

how to enable DAs’ rights to self-determination, liberty and freedom of association. This was especially 

urgent because, the microboards explained, many DAs had made clear their intention to spend more 

time outside home. As this was a common concern in England, the discussion occurred at the national 

level. Many households had already installed DAs’ doors so that DAs could come and go as they 

Retrieved from Tech Insider 2015 
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pleased (Kerasote 2007, 104-105). Unfortunately, some DAs had got lost for days, and so a number of 

microboard members were concerned with moving too quickly. There were disagreements about the 

scaffolding pace (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2016), but everyone agreed that all households should 

eventually have DAs’ doors. All considered, Westminster passed legislation to that effect but with the 

qualification that doors for DAs should be installed in all households in a period of two years. The 

Secretary of State for Animals explained at a press conference that two years should be more than 

enough time for DAs to learn their way around their respective hometowns and neighbourhoods, and 

that microboards members should actively enable DAs’ agencies to that end, unless DAs made clear 

they preferred to spend time at home.  

A journalist at the Daily Mail asked, however, whether it was too fast and even desirable for DAs 

to have such freedom. The journalist said that self-determination and freedom could be interpreted in 

many ways. Children also had a right to liberty but we adults took care of them. Similarly, it had always 

been humans’ job to act as stewards of animals and make sure that they were safe and well taken care 

of. The Secretary reiterated, as this was a recurrent question those days, that the job of microboards 

and the Government consisted in enabling DAs’ agencies, and enacting DAs’ right to voting and to 

leading self-determined lives. The aim, the Secretary said, ‘was not to produce a stewardship based 

political system. We are co-constructing a zoodemocracy. The people of this country decided that our 

very understanding of ‘the people’ had to change and that coanimals residing in the cities and towns 

of England should be full citizens.’ Visibly heated, the Secretary concluded: ‘stewardship does not only 

belong to a different century, it belongs to a different age.’  

Many other policies were quickly implemented in Zoolondopolis, for instance: [1] it became 

compulsory for all windows to have a light net a few centimetres from the windows to prevent birds 

from crashing. Progressively, all windows were made of fritted glass, i.e., a material that has “closely 

spaced dots of opaque glass fused on the outer surface [that] makes them highly visible to birds, but 

[humans] can still see through them” (The Humane Society, 2021b); [2] ponds and pools were built in 

many local parks because one of the consequences of global warming was an increase in temperature 

and humidity. The policy was most welcomed by all zoocitizens who enjoyed refreshing themselves in 
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the water and playing in it; [3] the depavement of roads entailed that animals’ paws and humans’ shoes 

were full of mud constantly.40 This meant that cafes and restaurants, to which DAs were able to access 

as any other zoocitizen, got dirty quickly which understandably annoyed workers. The Zoolondopolis 

microboards’ association responded by suggesting that the councils build solar/rainwater outdoor 

shower complexes (Donaldson 2020a, 729) so that humans could clean their shoes and feet, and the 

animals who wished to access the cafes and restaurants could also be washed. The restaurants 

welcomed the policy and assigned some workers to washing those animals that wanted to access the 

restaurants and cafes. Most DAs welcomed the policy, especially in the spring and summer months, as 

evinced by the fact that they started to go more often to the cafes and restaurants; and [4] as animals 

gained independence, some of them decided to reside in non-human households. While this presented 

no problem in the spring and summer months, some animals felt very cold in winter and so the local 

assembly of Zoolondopolis decided to build shelters of all kinds and sizes with heating installed. DAs 

and wild animals welcomed the policy as they would choose intra-species and multispecies shelters of 

their preference (Blattner et al 2020, 6-7), and stay in at night and in especially cold days. 

6.4.3. A first closure . . .  

As human and animal zoocitizens became accustomed to living in Zoolondopolis a sort of ecopolitical 

feeling started to emerge.  To explain by way of an example, a usual scene in Russell Square and 

Woburn Place41 was humans harvesting and farming the land, chicken sleeping in trees, cows grazing, 

pigeons and seagulls flying around, dogs and pigs playing and taking Hyperloop trains, and humans, 

pigs and dogs splashing water in the new Russell Square ponds. This way of living and existing had 

made human and non-human animals living in Bloomsbury feel that they were part of a new 

multispecies political community (Blattner et al. 2020, 2), and that they were the ecology of the polis in 

itself. The transformation of London into Zoolondopolis, the new zoopractices and infrastructural 

changes were not only something external to coanimals’ beings, these changes were not only something 

                                                           
40 This did not create access issues since flying wheel-chairs were already the norm those days.  
41 A square and street located in the neighbourhood of Bloomsbury, which is in the centre of London between the British 
Museum and King’s Cross.  
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that had happened out there in the world, they had transformed the very beings of human and non-

human animals. Coanimals and the city as an ecology were becoming in many ways one. Earth and 

coanimals seemed to be somehow constituting each other: a Zooterrapolis was emerging.  

At the same time, human zoocitizens had a mixture of feelings. While humans were closer than 

ever to their non-human animal siblings (Robinson 2013), elderly humans had got to forge friendships 

with coanimals that had been bred in factory farms, laboratories, and zoos. The weight of their losses, 

the legacy of extinction and unfathomable suffering that humans had forced animals to experience still 

felt overwhelming. For many humans, and especially the elderly, the moral remainders persisted (Slicer 

1991). The memories, feelings, and thinking of these losses blended (Gruen 2015, 3). What is more, 

Zoolondopolis was far from a utopia, some humans broke the law and continued to dominate and 

oppress animals through strict training. Others physically harmed animals. The ancient sexist culture 

of rape had not fully gone, nor had racism and ableism.  

The world was still a grim place: oppressions remained, resources were scarce for all, many human 

and non-human animals had died and suffered unimaginably over the last decades, and the devastating 

effects of climate change and industrial farming meant that many places on Earth were uninhabitable 

for many animal species. There was also joy and hope, however. The fact that humans and animals are 

siblings, which had been apparent for centuries in Darwin’s theory of evolution, indigenous ontologies 

(Robinson 2013, Dunn 2019) and ecofeminist scholarship (Kheel 1985; Plumwood 1993/2002; 

Haraway 2016) had been at last recognised under the law.  For the first time, animals had a true say. 

But few were content and self-assured these days (Calarco 2004, 195, Haraway 2008, 295), we humans 

could not clean our hands any longer (Gruen 2014a, 133). Many people had learnt that disavowal was 

one of the worst ethico-political mistakes they could commit (Kim 2015, 20). Humans remembered 

with animals. With a mixture of hope and sorrow, humans worked with other coanimals to build a 

zoodemocratic political system that at last seemed to be arriving.
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7 

- 

Conclusion  
 

 

 

Why is it that when we know we are killing and making animals suffer, do 

we remain obsessively attached to killing and making animals suffer?  

Dinesh Wadiwel (2015) 

 

I worry that too often we take the possibility that we can’t fully understand 

as an excuse to not even try to take the perspective of another . . . Entangled 

empathetic moral attention involves working through complicated processes of 

understanding one another and other animals in situations of differential 

social [and] political . . . power. 

Lori Gruen (2019)  

 

 

 

This thesis has focused on understanding: [1] the role language plays in the formation of Westerners’ 

subjectivities to hold a position of sovereignty over animals and produce unimaginable levels of 

violence against those who deviate from the paradigmatic human person; and [2] exploring why it is 

that human and non-human animals can speak and understand each other, reciprocate, forge 

relationships, and form multispecies political communities. In what follows, I present the substantive 

and methodological contributions of this research, delineate some of the limitations of this 

investigation, and some of the opportunities for future research. 
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7.1. The Disclosure of Interconstitutionality: From Sovereignty to CoAnimality 

In the introductory chapter I explained that a new method of analysis had been disclosed through this 

thesis: interconstitutionality. At that stage I could only outline what this method entailed precisely 

because interconstitutionality has unfolded throughout the thesis. By now it should be clearer that 

interconstitutionality is as all-pervasive, complex and ungraspable as Western language.  That said, 

interconstitutionality was also uncovered in the second half of the thesis, where we saw that our 

conceptual and sensory existences are one.  

Importantly, the philosophy advanced in this thesis has not constructed a certain theory first, and 

then analysed and mapped oppressions, the formation of subjectivities, and institutions through that 

theory. I have disclosed both theory and method through and from analysing actual oppressions, 

experiences of humans and human practices, and through and from the lives, experiences and realities 

of actual animals.1 Let me first delineate more explicitly the similarities and differences between Kim’s 

methodology and my own, and thicken afterwards the notion of interconstitutionality by tracing the 

arguments developed in the the thesis.  

We saw that Kim has argued that blackness and animalness “are dynamically interconstituted all the 

way down” (Kim 2017, 10), and that she understands that subjects are always gendered and racialised. 

Hence, Kim’s work and discourse have decisively influenced this thesis’ understanding of oppressions. 

Further, the method used in this thesis resembles Kim’s insofar as her work usually begins with a case 

study, and theorises from that case upwards.  

Despite the similarities, there are several aspects of Kim’s discourse and method that diverge from 

the method advanced in this thesis. For example, there are instances when Kim (2015, 11) seems to 

speak of oppressions as intersecting with each other without any apparent critique. My argument, 

however, has shown that oppressions do not truly intersect. There is no crossroad at which, for 

example, racism and sexism meet. As Lugones contends, oppressions are not separable (Lugones 2007, 

187).  

                                                           
1 This is not to say that I have thought, written and deconstructed from nowhere, but rather that I have theorised always 
from and through somewhere.  
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I identified a problem with Kim’s method because it does not fully account for how oppressions 

are not separable. This is well illustrated by one of Kim’s most important contributions: the taxonomies 

of power. A taxonomy connotes a structure and hierarchy within which we can identify positions, and 

situate different actors in a conflict (Kim 2015). What this thesis has demonstrated is that the nature 

of oppressions cannot be captured through the terminology of “taxonomies of power”, nor can 

oppressions be understood by giving so much weight to questions related to positionality – even 

though positionality does matter.  

The problem with taxonomical thinking is that it remains atomistic and fails to capture the 

pervasive nature of Western conceptuality. When it comes to understanding oppressions, it is not only 

that there are different dimensions and positions to be understood and pondered within a taxonomy 

before we make an analysis or an ethical judgement, my contention has been that almost all, if not all, 

dimensions and positions already exist within and are produced by Western conceptuality. Importantly, 

understanding the latter leads us to think that focusing on localisable positions can even be 

counterproductive. It seems problematic to focus on taxonomies when we are trying to understand an 

oppressive relationship whose nature is dispersed, ‘unlocalisable,’ and imperceptible. This is why I 

proposed a new discourse. One last problem was that “taxonomies”, “dimensions,” and “positions” 

connote, like intersectionality, externality. Once again, we saw that this discourse is misleading because 

it does not direct us to analyse how Western conceptuality constitutes our subjectivities and 

institutions.  

In short, while Kim’s work has influenced this thesis understanding of oppressions in important 

ways, this thesis has also moved beyond Kim’s corpus.  Interconstitutionality, and the discourse I have 

advanced in this thesis (i.e. language as an ontological force, the conceptual force of language, and so 

on), have attempted to capture those aspects of oppressions that the taxonomies of power miss, 

namely, that Western language is imperceptible, pervasive, and cannot be localised.  
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7.1.1. The all-pervasive rule of Western language  

The encounter between a dead pigeon and myself explained in the second chapter of the thesis has 

served as an anchor point to remind the reader all the way through that we should never let ourselves 

be self-assured, and that our human existence is not and cannot be devoid of disavowals, loss, and 

killing. In other words, I have grounded this thesis’ ethico-politics in ourselves, our existence, and our 

historically situated present.  

The encounter with that dead pigeon in North London led me to question the premises of the 

visibility argument, that is, the idea that ‘seeing is believing.’ I asked: what do most Westerners see 

when they (we) look at an animal? My answer has been the human, the animal, the subject, unreason, 

reason, a racialised being, a disabled being deprived of the human’s abilities, a desirable-consumable 

entity to be penetrated with a fork, the product of having fun (fishing), a beast to be dominated, broken 

(horse) and killed (bulls, elephants). Many people in the animal movement and critical animal studies 

think that most humans decide not to know, as if it were a matter of wilful ignorance. I have 

emphasised that no one decides to be born into a Western conceptuality structured by all the previous 

conceptual forces. When one is born and her/his subjectivity is structured by, for instance, the force 

of the animal and one then goes to fish for fun with one’s family as a child, one’s subjectivity is being 

formed not to see fishes – this grammar (fishes) is, incidentally, by and large absent in animal literature! 

– but rather the fish, the animal. Many animal rights authors have disregarded fishes for a long time 

because it was unclear whether they were sentient: science had not given the thumbs up. Were “we” 

blind then? Have “we” seen the light and woken up at last thanks to the light of reason and science? 

Who are “we”? Do we really “tend to care for animals” as Clemens Driessen (2020) said? 

We can appreciate in the previous lines why an interconstitutional method of analysis is necessary 

to understand discrimination against animals. It is because the subjectivities of many humans are 

fundamentally constituted by Western language, as opposed to being merely influenced by language, 

that we need to deconstruct, remain attentive to others, and focus on questions related to how we are 

composed by Western conceptuality. 
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Further, I also argued that the Western conceptuality that composes our subjectivities produces 

two forms of interconstituted violence. On the one hand, language distorts our sensory capacities, that 

is, language literally deprives us of sensing other animals in their full ethical weight. For this reason, 

seeing the suffering of animals through glass walls might not do: if one looks through glass walls but 

what one sees is the consumable animal, what would that change? The point is that when the 

conceptuality that structures our subjectivities does not “recognise another,” as Wadiwel acutely 

argues, “violence [can] follow” (2015, 256).   

What is more, slaughterhouses made of glass could even be counterproductive as they could 

become a new coliseum, a new recreational activity for the pleasure of spectators – the second form 

of violence identified in this thesis. One in ten people worldwide “fishes for pleasure” (Arlinghaus et 

al. 2019, 5209), and millions of people pay to be in bullfighting rings or watch bullfighting on TV, that 

is, watch the stabbing, suffering and killing of bulls. Nietzsche says that our sovereign existence 

involves “experience[ing] the uplifting feeling of being entitled to despise and mistreat someone as 

‘beneath him’” (Nietzsche, 1887/2008, 46). One might think that this sort of experience refers to the 

kind of physical violence inflicted on bulls killed for sport, but my argument is much subtler and more 

all-encompassing than that. Imagine that there is a roundtable and a renowned white male academic, 

who holds a position of epistemic authority as a knowledgeable white man, decides to crush a 

contestant through “strong” argumentation. As Nietzsche (1887/2008, 46) would put it, isn’t there 

pleasure and a form of violence in the act of epistemically “mistreating someone as ‘beneath him’”?   

Importantly, the previous examples, as others discussed in previous chapters (e.g. de Waal’s 

capuchins), requires that the two forms of violence outlined above coconstitute each other: the 

sovereign needs to be able to see another as the kind of being who is vulnerable, can be subjugated, 

and defeated (e.g., horses who are broken as part of their training) (Foucault 2003, Wadiwel 2013). At 

the same time, one needs to be deprived of being attentive enough to the other as a different vulnerable 

and entangled individual whose existence demands care, responsivity, and empathy (Gruen 2015, 

2019).  In other words, and as contradictory as it might seem, Western language forms our subjectivities 

not to see another as another (the animal, the black, the disabled, the woman) and to simultaneously 
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recognise that, as sovereigns (the sovereign human subject), there is someone at home on the other 

side who can be subjugated, harmed and violated (subjugated animals-women-Black slaves). 

Importantly, interconstitutionality stresses, as I have insisted over and over, that our focus should not 

be on individual humans’ decisions, which is what the animal movement and animal rights theorists 

have traditionally done, but rather on how Western conceptuality, systemic racism, sexism, 

anthropocentrism, ableism, and neoliberalism form our subjectivities and institutions. Who is the main 

decision-maker? An individual rational and independent human? To be clear, my intention has not 

been to exempt anybody from responsibility but rather advocate for a shift of emphasis. 

The findings outlined in the previous paragraphs led me to articulate and add a fourth absent 

referent to Carol J. Adams’ three kinds of absent referents: the present absent referent. While Adams 

(1990/2015) insightfully argues that actual animals are literally absent when they are transformed into 

food and this plays an important role in facilitating violence against animals, I contended that animals 

are absent even when they are literally present in front of us. I explored this argument by analysing the 

disavowal of a calf by a man in an auction ring who smacked the calf with a paddle (Gillespie 2018, 

196) and the case of recreational fishing. We saw that the latter “fun” (Wadiwel 2019) practice entails 

witnessing fishes suffocating, bleeding, attempting to escape and literally dying in one’s hand.  The 

point is that animals who are actually in front of us appear absent because the conceptual forces of the 

animal, the human, the sovereign subject and Western language as a whole literally constitute our 

subjectivities to see animals as killable beings who are there for sovereign humans to do as we desire 

– recall that for the sovereign the limits of ethics are open only insofar as our sovereign right to 

dominion and violence is not tempered (Wadiwel 2015, 22, 55). 

Racism and Anthropocentrism 

It is by understanding that we are constituted by Western language as a whole and uncovering that 

conceptual forces like the animal, the human, the white, the black are interconstituted and form our racial 

and anthropocentric reality that we came to understand that species plays little or no role in producing 

discrimination against people of non-white colour, specifically Black people, and animals.  
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In this respect, my intervention provided further arguments to substantiate Matthew Calarco’s lucid 

contention that “neither today nor for most of the dominant history of Western culture have those in 

power been speciesist . . . the dominant trends in our culture have never been toward respect for the 

species as a whole but rather for what is considered to be quintessentially human” (2015, 26-27). I 

endorsed Calarco’s position and understanding of anthropocentrism as “a set of ideas, structures, and 

practices” (Calarco 2020, 18) and added that anthropocentrism is a consequence of Western language’s 

world-forming force. If we understand that the abled rational white (hu)man, the animal, and the native 

form oppressions, our institutions, and subjectivities, we can then see that species appears irrelevant. 

Our political and legal reality is racist, sexist, anthropocentric, ableist, colonialist and heteronormative 

not because one does not belong to the species Homo sapiens, but because the human, among many other 

conceptual forces, structure subjects and institutions.  

I substantiated this argument by discussing the work of Claire Jean Kim (2015, 2017) and Aph Ko 

(2019). While I endorsed both authors contention that racism and animalness “are interconstituted all 

the way down” (Kim 2017, 10), that the oppression of animals ought to be understood “within the racial 

landscape” (Ko 2019a, 95), and that “gender is lived through race” (Kim 2016), I contested Aph Ko’s 

argument that racism is a zoological sport played as the dominant class pleases (2019a, 53). It is here 

where we can appreciate why it is so important to analyse oppressions in an interconstitutional manner. 

I insisted that it is not my intention to exempt any human, including the dominant class, from 

responsibility when they, for instance, reproduce racism through media, as Ko perceptively discusses 

(2019). What is imperative to understand is that the dominant class is in many respects “deciding” under 

the rule of Western language insofar as many people belonging to the dominant class are fundamentally 

composed by Western conceptuality to be epistemically, physically and emotionally violent against 

those who deviate from the racially white (hu)man. In short, species is not a key axis to discriminate 

animals and people racialised as non-white; instead the human and anthropocentrism are crucial 

leverage points to discriminate racialised animals and animalised non-white people.  
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7.1.2. Terms for the entangled: “coanimal,” “sensory-conceptual space,” “animal language”  

This thesis has also demonstrated that our human-animal existences are entangled. With Haraway and 

through ecofeminist literature we saw that animals emerge from and through bonds, which means that 

“beings do not pre-exist their relatings” (Haraway 2003/2016, 98). This ontological dimension of our 

existence has important implications at multiple levels. First, once we understand that we are 

constitutively relational, one cannot think any longer of agency as a property that individuals have. 

Rather, agency becomes a dynamic always-in-the-making feature of human and non-human animals’ 

existences, which further implies that agency can be enabled or closed off (Donaldson and Kymlicka 

2011) by humans’ actions, political and legal institutions, and by the epistemologies we reproduce, 

destabilise, or open up. Secondly, thinking of subjectivity in an entangled manner leads us to 

understand that individuals do not pre-exist history either. This is especially evident in the case of dogs, 

who have been historically bred to have certain bodies and be in a certain way, which is not in 

contradiction with claiming that dogs are decision-makers whose agency can be enabled or killed 

prematurely (Nussbaum 2007, 347). Third, when relationality is understood to be an integral feature 

of human and non-human animals lives, dependency can cease to appear as a deprivation or lack, and 

instead be appreciated as a constitutive aspect of what it means to lead a flourishing life. To recall 

Sunaura Taylor’s perceptive words, the dependency experienced by domesticated animals “can create 

opportunities for coercion, but it also holds the potential for new ways of being, supporting, and 

communicating.” What is more, “to do right by these animals now means respecting their dependence, 

their interdependence, and indeed their naturalness as beings who have just as much of a right to live 

out their lives on this planet as we do” (Taylor 2017, 217-218).  

All these insights led me to provide a new vocabulary to rupture our anthropocentric and 

individualist grammar. I am referring to the term “coanimal” and its grammatical associates “to 

coanimalise” and “coanimality.” I regarded coining these terms as an ontologico-ethico-political act 

because coanimality speaks to our irremediably human-animal entangled and communal existence. The 

content of the last words means that humans and animals codecide, exist within and through relationships 

of affective interdependency, live in multispecies political communities, and can even co-author the 
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very terms and content of what a democracy is and can be. For this reason, claiming our coanimal 

existence is an inherently ethico-political act, which thickens the notion of interconstitutionality and 

reinforces one of the transversal arguments of this thesis, that is, that ontology, ethics and politics are 

in many cases one.  

In this line, and by theorising from real animals, we saw that it is mistaken to think of bare reality 

and conceptuality as separate dimensions of our existence. Coanimals touch water as water, taste lettuce 

as lettuce, smell smoke as smoke, and see trees as trees. This means that our touch is constitutively 

conceptual – hence interconstitutionality – and the same goes for all the other coanimal senses, 

including birds identifying magnetic fields when they migrate, ants identifying a dead conspecific as 

dead when a chemical substance is detected, or dolphins and bats using echolocation. I used the term 

“sensory-conceptual space” to capture this dimension of reality and further argued that it was by virtue 

of existing in this space that coanimals speak a shared animal language.  

7.2. The Politics of Animal Language and the Birth of Zooterrapolis 

As we saw in Chapter Five, Meijer argues that it is necessary, as a matter of justice, to “reconsider the 

borders of what counts as a political or linguistic act” by listening to animals, and that we also need 

“to investigate what concepts such as democracy, political agency, and citizenship mean once their 

scope broadens” through animals (Meijer 2013, 46). In this thesis, animals have redefined our 

conceptual-political landscape by writing about what constitutes the political and language.  

Many animals from different species exist in a shared sensory-conceptual space, and it is by virtue 

of existing in that space that animals can make political decisions. For the sake of brevity, I will focus 

on the cow’s case at VINE sanctuary (Blattner et al. 2020), but the cases of Max and Olli discussed in 

Chapter Five, and Merle and Freja in Chapter Six also substantiate the argument that animals are 

political agents. We saw that cows can decide that they do not want to be constrained by a fence and 

that they can demand liberty through a cow form of protest and resistance. In the case study analysed, 

a cow was insistently mooing and standing in front of a gate that prevented her from joining her 

community outside the area confined by a fence (Blattner et al. 2020, 7-8). Crucially, this act required 
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that the cow was able to conceptually identify the gate as a “choice point” (ibid., 8), know that she 

could communicate to the human residents at VINE her willingness to exit the fenced area, understand 

how to communicate that information, and then actually and insistently communicate her decision.  

This case showed that: [1] it was by virtue of existing in the shared sensory-conceptual space 

theorised (identifying a gate as a gate) that the cow could actualise the political act of protesting by 

mooing and standing in front of the gate; [2] the shared sensory-conceptual space theorised here also 

constitutes animal language. To explain, when the cow spoke animal language: ‘I want to leave the 

fenced area through the gate as gate;’ the embodied (standing in front of the gate) and phonetic 

(mooing) communicative act was constituted by the animal conceptuality shared by coanimals; and [3] 

once we understand that animals are political agents with an intrinsic interest in liberty (e.g., exiting a 

fenced area), and with interests in authoring their own entangled lives, flourishing as the kind of 

individuals and communities they are, freely associating with whomever they choose, and deciding 

where they want to reside, then we have the moral purposes that call for a zoodemocracy. 

7.2.1. Zooterrapolis 

I also coined the term “Zooterrapolis”, which, like this animal thesis, has been written by animals, and 

structured by insights from the fields of continental philosophy, ecofeminism, critical animal studies, 

postcolonialism, critical race theory, and critical disability studies. Briefly, Zooterrapolis sought to gather 

many of the insights advanced in this thesis and amplify the horizon of what is ethico-politically 

feasible. Etymologically, Zooterrapolis locates animals first; terra directs our local and global attention 

“into the soil” (Franklin and Haraway 2017, 50) as well as into the water – “the sea flows through our 

veins” (Müeller 2017, 78), and so it does through Zooterrapolis –; and the polis sought to capture the 

political nature of the ontology disclosed in this thesis.  

Importantly, Zooterrapolis does not only attempt to capture the political system that emerges from 

this thesis. Zooterrapolis is also the ethico-ontological-political sensory-conceptuality disclosed in this 

dissertation. In Zooterrapolis, coanimals decide, speak, respond and can co-author the very terms and 

content of what constitutes the good, the zoodemocracy we want, and how our urban ecologies should 
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be constructed by existing, and because we exist, within animal conceptuality. These insights led me to 

accord with Donaldson, and to argue that Zooterrapolis requires opening up material and conceptual 

spaces “where human and animal co-citizens can engage one another in spontaneous, unpredictable 

encounters, spaces they are empowered to re-shape together” (Donaldson 2020a, 713). In other words, 

in Zooterrapolis all voices are heard because it is understood that all coanimals speak the language of 

zoodemocracy, that is, animal language. For this reason, Zooterrapolis seeks to be an interspecies 

democracy where a “politics of articulation rather than representation” rules (Haraway 2020, 483). 

I framed many of the insights discussed in the previous paragraphs within Calarco’s vegan 

indistinction (2015, 2020). Indistinction, as understood here, is an ethico-politics and ecofeminist 

practice that seeks to displace the human-animal distinction, and open generative spaces of co-

transformation with other animals. Indistinction understands that we humans are animals, that the 

centre of moral considerability does not exist in our dynamic ethico-political existence, and “that the 

more-than-human world places its own demands on thought and life and retains the persistent 

potential to call into question whatever normative schemas might be deemed central and final” 

(Calarco 2020, 42).  In Zooterrapolis there are no pre-established outcomes: our coanimal good is not 

“(or not only) reducible to pre-political interests to be counted and weighed in decision-making; our 

good is something we come to understand and develop together through political community” 

(Donaldson 2020a, 713). 

Crucially, the continental and political theory advanced here is an ecofeminist and vegan one 

because notions such as entanglement (Gruen 2015), attentiveness (Donovan and Adams 2007), 

relationality (Gruen 2019), vulnerability (Plumwood 1995; Pick 2011; Deckha 2020c), difference 

(Warren 1990; Derrida 2008a) and responsivity (Oliver 2010) structure Zooterrapolis all the way down.  

7.2.2. Towards Zooterrapolis  

In the closing chapter of this thesis I explored a concrete way to translate animals’ political practices 

into institutional terms. It is my contention that animal rights theorists have traditionally failed to 

imagine better political and legal systems in which animals have a true say in structuring our 
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democracies. In order to address this deficiency, I refined and thickened Donaldson’s proposal of 

microboards, which would be used, were it to be implemented, to determine policy based on animals’ 

voices. We saw that deconstruction would have an important role to play: as many humans’ 

subjectivities are anthropocentric, human members of microboards would need to deconstruct their 

own selves and gain an intimate understanding of how the force of Western language determines how 

we think, feel and act.  

I also provided deconstructive feminist insights on consent theory, specifically MacKinnon’s (2016) 

critique of consent theory in the context of sexual violence and rape culture, and endorsed her proposal 

of welcomeness. More concretely, if microboards were implemented and microboard members needed 

to assess whether a pig welcomes a policy, they should not merely try to get a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ answer. 

While a “Yes meaning yes is definitely better than no meaning yes,” MacKinnon insightfully argues 

that, for example, “pornography is full of yes. It is also full of women who have no desire to be there, 

doing what they are doing, having done to them what is being done” (MacKinnon 2016, 454). Hence, 

instead of looking for a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ answer, microboard members should strive to be attentive to 

their own animality and undergo processes of transformation with other animals (Spannring 2019) so 

that they can notice how they are themselves, as well as other animals, constituted by ecological 

relationships, coanimal bonds, communities, and then look for the enthusiasm “written all over” when 

a given action or policy is welcomed and desired (MacKinnon 2016, 450). While consent could certainly 

be reclaimed, as some animal authors have acutely discussed (Blattner 2020), consent has traditionally 

been so deeply embedded in a patriarchal, androcentric, and anthropocentric model of decision-

making that we should follow, I argued in alignment with MacKinnon, a welcomeness model 

(MacKinnon 2016, 450-451).  

However, a welcomeness approach should never override deconstruction and enabling 

domesticated animals’ agency. A given animal might welcome a certain action or policy because s/he 

has been indoctrinated from birth to be a subjugated being who follows sovereign human orders, or 

s/he might feel safe only in human built environments due to lack of exposure. In a Zooterrapolis, 

microboards’ members and human co-citizens should enable animals’ agency even if they might not 
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welcome certain actions initially (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, Donaldson 2020a). A feminist ethic 

of care, which understands that coanimals are agents who make decisions and can author their own 

entangled lives, should structure these processes. 

7.3. Limits and Next Steps: We Must Turn Towards Animals 

All texts have many limits in their scope, method, and theoretical approaches. In this last section, I 

want to briefly outline some limitations of this thesis and point to some directions for future research.  

First, the conceptualisation of Western is not as refined as it could be. I think that if one wanted 

to truly understand what constitutes the Western conceptuality that structures many institutions and 

humans’ subjectivities worldwide, one could pursue further research in a number of ways. For instance, 

a researcher might wish to examine specific languages that might have been influenced by Western 

conceptuality: to what extent is Japanese influenced by Western conceptuality? How does non-

alphabetic writing affect thinking as opposed to the alphabetic-linear writing that is characteristic of 

the Abrahamic languages? What are the concrete differences between monotheistic and non-

monotheistic religions in relation to the languages that structure them, and how does that impact 

humans’ subjectivities? In the latter cases, how has Western conceptuality pervaded those subjectivities 

through neoliberalism and colonialism, where neoliberalism and colonialism have been felt?  

Second, the theory of Western conceptuality has been, I think, comprehensively substantiated. 

There is, however, much more that could be done with this theory. A researcher might wish to further 

explore through interviews why humans do not see fishes when they fish, and why people and 

bullfighters experience pleasure when they witness bullfighting and make bulls suffer respectively. One 

might also wish to better understand animal advocates contradictory stance in relation to visibility 

through interviews. Why do so many animal advocates believe that “seeing is believing”? 

Understanding this phenomenon, and reading the answers to the interviews through this thesis’ theory 

and literature could be fruitful indeed, as the efforts of the movement are, if this thesis’s arguments are 

correct, misplaced. What is more, undertaking this kind of research would help to test whether this 
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thesis is sound, draw its limits more precisely, correct any mistakes that there might be, and enrich it 

through empirical findings.  

Third, I have talked of ‘aspiring’ to move beyond human sovereignty. I have also used the grammar 

of ‘rejection’ and ‘opposition’ when referring to human domination of animals. It is my contention 

that we ought to do everything in our power to move beyond human sovereignty over animals as 

subjects, and at a more institutional level (e.g., the law). Whether we can surmount human dominion 

over animals might seem a utopian aim to some: an impossible goal that is only “feasible” for idealists. 

My position in this respect is relatively clear: we cannot know whether overcoming human sovereignty 

over animals is, as a matter of fact, possible. The only way to know how far we can go is by trying. We 

ought to try together. Human sovereignty is unfounded, often leads us to not respond to others, and 

decisively contributes to producing violence against animals.  

Finally, the work in Chapter Six has only touched the surface of how animal political practices 

could be translated into institutional terms. One of the limits of this thesis has been the lack of first-

person contact with coanimal multispecies political communities. Further, literature that seeks to 

understand animals’ political practices in multispecies communities is, to say the least, scarce. For this 

reason, one could pursue the following research direction: one could live in an actual multispecies 

community of animals and take the theory of animal language advanced in this thesis and the insights 

present in the literature cited as the starting point. The coanimal questions to ask then would be: what 

kind of political practices does one read from a coanimal vantage point? What zoodemocracies are 

animals already co-authoring and how are they doing so? How are animals already shaping their 

conception of the good, and what is its content? And how do we translate these animal political 

practices into institutional terms? What concrete spaces of deliberation should zoodemocratic systems 

enable, and how could we, coanimals, implement them? The researcher’s task would consist in 

transcribing animals’ political practices, the conception of the good they are currently writing, and 

imagine together with other human and non-human animals ways to institutionalize coanimal political 

practices. And if those concrete institutional changes were realised, we coanimals would then need to 
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reassess together how successful the changes might be and keep working on zoodemocratising our 

political systems.  

There is no utopia: zoodemocracy is not an achievement, it is a daily ecofeminist coanimal practice 

that requires profound infrastructural, political, economic, legal and subjective changes. We ought to 

turn towards animals and co-author a world, as the Zapatistas would say, where many worlds are 

possible. We can flourish together; we should flourish together.  
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Appendix - 

A ‘Challenge’: What About Bacteria, Plants and Fungi? 

In what follows, I will first confront the ‘challenge’ of bacteria, and then assume that plants and fungi 

exist within animal conceptuality, and discuss what we should do from a political point of view if that 

were the case.  

First, let me discuss the bacteria case through the example of the moving and congregating of 

Pseudomonas aeruginosa (Römling 2013). Bacteria Pseudomonas aeruginosa stay longer where there is more 

Psl, a substance they give off when they move, and congregate once there is a certain amount of 

bacteria in a given spot. For instance, if bacterium X moves to space A, and no other bacterium has 

been in that space, bacterium X will identify a lack of Psl, and move to a different space B. If several 

bacteria have been around space B, bacterium X will stay there for longer because the bacterium will 

identify more Psl. This means that bacterium X will also leave more Psl in space B, and so a colony is 

more likely to be formed in that spot (Römling 2013). 

One could then argue that ants and rats do something similar in the experiments discussed by 

Monso. One might question: what is the difference between bacteria congregating where there is Psl, 

and rats and ants burying any entity (including rats and ants who are alive) sprayed with cadaverine and 

oleic acid? What is important to understand is how bacteria, rats, and ants exist in the world and 

experience the burying of entities and congregating. We should then read the phenomena of burying 

conspecifics (rats and ants) and congregating (bacteria) through that lens. To explain, we know that 

ants identify leaves as leaves because they can ponder the consistency and flexibility of leaves and make 

decisions accordingly (4.2). We also know that rats can identify conspecifics as individuals and forge 

affective relationships (Weis et al. 2018, 526). The point is that for a being to exist in the sensory-

conceptual space theorised, that being would need to be able to have a form of awareness of the kind 

I have identified in Chapter Five. It is from that vantage point that we should then read bacteria, rats 

and ants’ actions. If an ant exists in the shared sensory-conceptual space theorised – ethology on ants’ 

behaviour ascertains this (Keller and Gordon 2009) – and ants identify oleic acid as death, we should 
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then think s/he is-towards-death. Research on bacteria does not lead us to think that bacteria exist in 

the world in that manner. It seems that bacteria congregate in a spot simply because there is more of 

a given substance in that spot (Römling 2013), as red blood cells might move to a place where there is 

a wound. In other words, bacteria do not seem to exist in a sensory-conceptual space where they make 

decisions and are-towards-death; they simply move where there is more of a given substance. 

The reader might think that the logic discussed above and in Chapter Five is reminiscent of 

sentientism. In my view, this reading would be mistaken. The reason is that sentience is often defined 

by having the paradigmatic human person as the point of reference, that is why many authors refer to 

consciousness and awareness in an anthropocentric sense when they define sentience (e.g. Cochrane 

2018).2 Methodologically, a definition of sentience is usually provided first, and then many authors 

look at what species fit that definition. The reader should notice that the shared sensory-conceptual 

space theorised in this thesis departs from sentientism in both content and method. Animal 

conceptuality does not have the paradigmatic human person as its point of departure, nor have I begun 

with a definition and then looked at what species match that definition. Instead, I have theorised from 

animals first and looked at what kinds of beings worms, ants, bees, rats, dogs, horses, and so on are. It 

is by listening to them, and in truth, by enabling them to author animal conceptuality that I have come 

to theorise the shared sensory-conceptual space within which human and non-human animals exist. 

For these reasons, I do not think that animal conceptuality is reminiscent of sentientism, even though 

I do draw a line, but so does everybody else. In the end, the question is not to eat or not to eat, but 

how to eat as justly as possible.  

Second, assuming that fungi and plants exist in animal conceptuality – and there is evidence that 

suggests they do (Gagliano 2017) –, what should we do? Many authors from many fields might 

reasonably respond: ‘we need to draw lines; how else could we live?!’ After all, I have advocated a 

vegan ethico-politics, not a fruitarian ethico-politics or human extinction. Yet, I have also argued for 

an interconstitutional and indistinct approach in which boundaries blur. Interconstitutionality stresses 

                                                           
2 For a discussion of this matter, see section 1.4.4. 



264 
 

that ontology, ethics and politics are in many ways one, and that we should attend to how we humans 

are constituted by and constitute other animals, ecological relationships and the environment. Thus, 

on the one hand we have a blurring of lines and on the other a vegan ethico-politics that seems to draw 

a line: is this thesis inconsistent?3  

An initial general response is that I have also stressed that differences should be celebrated. I 

mention this because indistinction does not entail blurring all lines in all circumstances. On the 

“problem” of “expanding the moral circle too much,” I want to make two remarks. First, recall 

Haraway’s insights on killability: we should abandon the prerogative ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ and instead 

speak of “‘Thou shalt not make killable’” (2008, 70-80). The key of these words resides in breaking the 

genocidal logic that creates a clear-cut divide, often present in liberal theory, between those who are 

killable and those who are untouchable. This logic prevents us from thinking, and we should never 

stop thinking, questioning, and deconstructing: justice and response-ability requires so. As soon as 

there is another, whether that other is a plant, an ant, or a dog, killing that individual should be 

understood as a violent act that requires mourning, intimating the loss of another, and the burden of 

understanding that there is no living without killing (Stanescu 2012, Gruen 2014a, 133). Otherwise we 

will reproduce the Western sacrificial structure in which an anthropocentric understanding of 

subjectivity negates murder, and talks instead of “putting to death” (Derrida 1991, 115). It is crucial to 

rupture this logic and cease to sanctify some forms of life so that “‘other’ killing can go on as usual 

and reach unprecedented historical proportions” (Haraway 2008, 80). We ought to reduce violence 

against others as much as possible and take the commandment ‘thou shall not make harmable,’ instead 

of killable, as a central prerogative. I am aware that the reader will remain unconvinced: after all I have 

still advocated for a vegan ethico-politics. Have I not done exactly what Haraway challenges, that is, 

to draw a clear line between animals on the one hand and plants and fungi on the other? 

I want to move to the second point now, which will not fully address the previous concern but 

should lead us closer to an answer: Calarco’s ethic of indistinction and edibility (2015). In line with 

                                                           
3 Which would not necessarily be a problem.  
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Haraway (2008) and Plumwood (1995), Calarco argues that it is paramount to understand that we 

humans are embodied vulnerable mortals. In other words, humans can be eaten as animals and like 

other animals – and probably like plants too.4 This shared vulnerability with the more-than-human 

world should humble us. My intention is to contest the very terms of the challenge: the point should 

not be to see the sensory-conceptual space theorised here as a problem to be surmounted because it 

does not enable us to create a clear-cut divide between animals on the one hand and plants on other. 

We need to rupture the logic of creating an innocent space where “other killing can go on as usual” 

(Haraway 2008, 80). Instead, we should be sensitive to other beings’ mortality through our own 

vulnerable and embodied entangled selves, understand that living entails killing, and, as Calarco argues, 

“accept the inevitability of ‘real’ sacrifice and subsequently do [our] best to limit it” (Calarco 2004, 

194),5 which is not to say that one cannot discriminate and make certain decisions, even though they 

might, and perhaps should, haunt us.  

Certainly, and reasonably so, the reader might remain unconvinced and press further: but why 

should we then think of animal language, and a shared animal sensory-conceptual space, and not of a 

space shared with plants and fungi too? Why the choice of insects instead of plants? One reason relates 

to time and space: a PhD thesis is limited to a certain word count and is written in a given time frame. 

I chose insects because they are by and large neglected in animal rights theory. There was also a strategic 

element to my choice: insects are also animals, and veganism as an ethico-politics and popular social 

movement understands that one should avoid eating insects and insects’ derived foods such as honey. 

These facts alone might facilitate insects’ legal protection. Hence, theorizing an ontological sensory-

conceptual space that has normative bearing and should lead us to reduce violence against insects 

seemed a good choice.  

Due to space constraints, I cannot answer the question ‘why should we eat plants and not animals?’ 

as carefully as the question demands. However, I want to delineate a response: [1] if plants and fungi 

exist in the shared sensory-conceptual space discussed, we should become fruitarians and not eat plants 

                                                           
4 For an insightful discussion by Calarco on the question of plants, see Calarco in Calarco and Castello 2021. 
5 See 4.3.4. 
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and fungi for human consumption – granted that this would depend on context (Curtin 1991), in some 

geographies it might simply be necessary to do so; [2] a vegan diet requires fewer deaths (of plants and 

animals) than an animal-based diet – that said, this thesis is a pluralist one that takes consequences into 

account too, but it rejects calculability; [3] I think that leading affective, relational and political lives of 

the kinds cows, robins, pigs, humans, and many fishes lead has a normative and political bearing of a 

kind that might be absent in plants, fungi and insects’ existence;6 and [4] the possibility of creating 

political communities with other beings depends in great part on having certain ontological and 

physiological predispositions. This means that we humans are capable of forging friendships, families, 

and communities with beings such as horses and pigs, but perhaps not with worms and plants – and 

certainly not with bacteria.  

The consequence of this fact is that we will bond with some beings in ways that we might not bond 

with others, that we will have a certain ethical and political predisposition and inclination towards 

certain forms of life, and this will lead us to prioritize certain beings over others, as we do in the case 

of some human and animal beings, which is not to say that ethics stops where we might not be able to 

forge certain kinds of bonds. But we do prioritize our human and animal friends over someone we 

might not know at all. For example, we might be willing to help a close friend in almost any way we 

can, but we might not wish to help a stranger so whole-heartedly. This way of living seems ethically 

good, which does not mean that everything goes, or that one should be oblivious to the complexity of 

the material and political entanglements in which we are enmeshed worldwide (Gruen 2019, 20-22). A 

relational-contextual approach entails, precisely, understanding the relationship between the Global 

North’s exploitative practices and how they impact those in the Global South. Relationality demands 

response-ability even towards those we do not know and will never meet (Gruen 2019, 21).  

To end with this ‘challenge’ I would like to say that living entails leading violent lives. As we saw 

in Chapter Four, when we understand that we are embodied vulnerable mortals, leading a good ethical 

life will entail reducing violence as much as possible,7 being attentive towards other forms of life, and 

                                                           
6 See the last sections of Chapter Five.  
7 In the context of practices like eating, a flourishing life also requires exposer and being vulnerable to be harmed.  
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mourning others’ deaths. Yet, “and regardless of how we choose, we may have to live with, as some 

have recently put it, irresolute, nagging ‘moral remainders’” (Slicer 1991, 121). 
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