
There is a universal tendency among mankind to conceive all beings like themselves, 
and to transfer to every object those qualities with which they are familiarly 
acquainted, and of which they are intimately conscious. We find human faces 
in the moon, armies in the clouds; and by a natural propensity, if not corrected 
by experience and reflection, ascribe malice or goodwill to every thing, that hurts 
or pleases us. (…) No wonder, then, that mankind, being placed in such an 
absolute ignorance of causes, and being at the same time so anxious concerning 
their future fortune, should immediately acknowledge a dependence on invisible 
powers, possessed of sentiment and intelligence. The unknown causes, which 
continually employ their thought, appearing always in the same aspect, are all 
apprehended to be of the same kind or species. Nor is it long before we ascribe 
to them thought and reason and passion, and sometimes even the limbs and 
figures of men, in order to bring them nearer to a resemblance with ourselves. 

David Hume, The Natural History of Religion, (1757, 1777) 
https://davidhume.org/texts/n/full

A prominent feature of the Western intellectual tradition has been the need to 
keep humans and nonhumans apart by constructing a diverse yet interrelated 
set of dichotomies, each along a different axis of a dualistic opposition. The 
dichotomy between humanity and animality has thus been arranged next to 
those between subject and object, person and thing, mind and body, intentionality 
and instinct, and, above all, culture and nature (Ingold 2000: 41). These 
hierarchically ordered dualisms largely arose from Cartesian metaphysics some 
three centuries ago and have had a potent and lasting impact on how we think 
about ourselves in relation to nonhuman animals. 

Rane Willerslev, Soul Hunters: Hunting, Animism, and Personhood among the Siberian Yukaghirs, Berkeley + Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007. 

Until the 19th century, (…) anthropomorphism was integral to the relation between 
man and animal and was an expression of their proximity. Anthropomorphism 
was the residue of the continuous use of animal metaphor. In the last two 
centuries, animals have gradually disappeared. Today we live without them. And 
in this new solitude, anthropomorphism makes us doubly uneasy.

The decisive theoretical break came with Descartes. Descartes internalized, 
within man, the dualism implicit in the human relation to animals. In dividing 
absolutely body from soul, he bequeathed the body to the laws of physics and 
mechanics, and, since animals were soulless, the animal was reduced to the 
model of a machine. 

John Berger, “Why Look at Animals,” in About Looking, New York: Pantheon, 1980. 

A sense of difference from other living things may be an incurable human 
illusion. The ultimate basis of this illusion, [Melanie] Challenger  speculates, 
might lie in the experience of self-conscious awareness: 

When we concentrate, our own thoughts are so absorbing that we can momentarily 
forget that we have a body. Then something brings us back. A pang of hunger. A noise. 
And this expansive, floating projection of thought cascades through the body again and 
into a whole awareness of ourselves and the room. This is both bewitching and more 
than a little odd. Our intuition tells us that we are not really the creature of muscle and 
bone that stares out from the mirror. We are the conscious thing in our heads. In this 
way, we don’t have to believe in dualism to be under the illusion of it. We are trapped 
in a sensation of personal experience.

The implication of this analysis is paradoxical: the human propensity to illusion 
increases along with conscious self-awareness. Modifying our beliefs might 
not dislodge the sensation that we are mental beings accidentally located in 
physical bodies. The more we are self-conscious, the more we may be liable 
to think of ourselves as essentially different from other animals. 

Evolutionary biology, however, has demonstrated that differences in self-
awareness are matters of degree. Where humans differ most from other animals 
may be in our capacity and need for illusion. In one form or another, some 
sense that we are minds separate from our bodies may be coextensive with 
being human. 

John Gray, “The Mind’s Body Problem,” NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS, December 2, 2021. 
(A review of: Melanie Challenger, How to Be Animal: A New History of What It Means to Be Human, Penguin, 2021)

[But] one might also believe that there are facts which could not ever be 
represented or comprehended by human beings, even if the species lasted 
forever—simply because our structure does not permit us to operate with 
concepts of the requisite type. This impossibility might even be observed by 
other beings, but it is not clear that the existence of such beings, or the possibility 
of their existence, is a precondition of the significance of the hypothesis that 
there are humanly inaccessible facts. (After all, the nature of beings with access 
to humanly inaccessible facts is presumably itself a humanly inaccessible fact.) 
Reflection on what it is like to be a bat seems to lead us, therefore, to the 
conclusion that there are facts that do not consist in the truth of propositions 
expressible in a human language. We can be compelled to recognize the 
existence of such facts without being able to state or comprehend them. (…)

It is often possible to take up a point of view other than one’s own, so the 
comprehension of such facts is not limited to one’s own case. There is a sense 
in which phenomenological facts are perfectly objective: one person can know 
or say of another what the quality of the other’s experience is. They are subjective, 
however, in the sense that even this objective ascription of experience is possible 
only for someone sufficiently similar to the object of ascription to be able to 
adopt his point of view—to understand the ascription in the first person as well 
as in the third, so to speak. The more different from oneself the other experiencer 
is, the less success one can expect with this enterprise. In our own case we 
occupy the relevant point of view, but we will have as much difficulty understanding 
our own experience properly if we approach it from another point of view as 
we would if we tried to understand the experience of another species without 
taking up its point of view. 

Thomas Nagel, What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, THE PHILOSOPHICAL REVIEW, Vol. 83, No. 4, October, 1974. 
http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=00318108%28197410%2983%3A4%3C435%3AWIILTB%3E2.0.CO%3B2-Y

There was once a man, Harry, called the Steppenwolf. He went on two legs, 
wore clothes and was a human being, but nevertheless he was in reality a wolf 
of the Steppes. He had learned a good deal of all that people of a good 
intelligence can, and was a fairly clever fellow. What he had not learned, however, 
was this: to find contentment in himself and his own life. The cause of this 
apparently was that at the bottom of his heart he knew all the time (or thought 
he knew) that he was in reality not a man, but a wolf of the Steppes. Clever 
men might argue the point whether he truly was a wolf, whether, that is, he 
had been changed, before birth perhaps, from a wolf into a human being, or 
had been given the soul of a wolf, though born as a human being; or whether, 
on the other hand, this belief that he was a wolf was no more than a fancy or 
a disease of his.

Hermann Hesse, Steppenwolf, translated by David Horrocks, Penguin Classics, 2012. 
http://www.kkoworld.com/kitablar/Herman_Hesse_Yalquzaq_eng.pdf

Animals are born, are sentient and are mortal. In these things they resemble man. 
In their superficial—less in their deep anatomy—in their habits, in their time, in 
their physical capacities, they differ from man. They are both like and unlike. (…)

(…) maybe the first existential dualism was reflected in the treatment of 
animals. They were subjected and worshipped, bred and sacrificed. (…)

The parallelism of their similar/dissimilar lives allowed animals to provoke 
some of the first questions and offer answers. The first subject matter for 
painting was animal. Probably the first paint was animal blood. Prior to that, it 
is not unreasonable to suppose that the first metaphor was animal. Rousseau, 
in his Essay on the Origins of Languages, maintained that language itself began 
with metaphor: “As emotions were the first motives which induced man to 
speak, his first utterances were tropes (metaphors). Figurative language was 
the first to be born, proper meanings were the last to be found.”

If the first metaphor was animal, it was because the essential relation between 
man and animal was metaphoric. Within that relation what the two terms—man 
and animal—shared in common revealed what differentiated them. And vice versa. 

John Berger, “Why Look at Animals?,” About Looking (New York: Pantheon, 1980.

Projecting exoticism into the animal reinforces the assumption that humans 
understand, while animals lack sentience and reason. It is because western 
civilization relies on this distinction that cruelty to animals has been condoned 
throughout its history. Philosophers and animal rights activists now dispute 
this allegation, helping to animate what Derrida has described as a major 
ontological shift in the west making it possible to imagine the act of looking in 
both directions. These commercial images play lightheartedly with the 
assumption that animals lack thought or perception by associating them with 
a deliberate act of mediated communication. The irony of the “dumb” animal 
speaking on the phone hints that reason or intelligence are extraneous to the 
task of re-enchanting the world of new media. The joke is that they want to 
communicate with us. The joke is on us, because we are more like “animals” 
than we think. We are willing to abandon security and ethics if we can buy a 
cute new phone like this one. We are willing to sacrifice the land, the safety of 
others and the future of the species for the pleasure of autonomous technological 
prowess. Whether or not humans are unique in our grasp of concepts and 
moral relations, our objects undergo constant slippage, one thing constantly 
substituted for another as though nothing is unique or sacred or indispensable. 

Jody Berland, “Animal and/as Medium: Symbolic Work in Communicative Regimes,” in THE GLOBAL SOUTH, Indiana University Press, Vol. 3, No. 1, War by Other Means, 
Spring, 2009.

ANIMATION  animation

ANIMISM  animisme

ANTHROPOMORPHISM anthropomorphism 

BEING ANIMAL  être bêtes

BEING HUMAN  être humain

BODY   corps

CONSCIOUSNESS  conscience

COPY   copie

CULTURE   culture

DESIRE   désir

DICHOTOMY   dualité

DIFFERENCE   différence

EQUALITY   égalité

ESCAPE   issue

FREEDOM   liberté

IDENTITY  identité 

ILLUSION  illusion 

IMITATION  imitation 

INFINITE REGRESS  régression à l’infini

LANGUAGE  language

MEDIA  médias

MEMORY  souvenir

MIMESIS  mimèsis 

MIND-BODY PROBLEM dualité corps-esprit

OBJECTIVITY   objectivité

ORIGIN   origine

POWER  pouvoir

PROGRESS  progrès

PROMISES  promesses

REALITY   réalité 

REASON   raison

REPETITION  répétition

RESEMBLANCES  résemblances

RESISTANCE  résistance

SILENCE   silence

SIMILARITY  similitude

SIMULACRUM  simulacrum

SPECIES  espèce

SUBJECTIVITY   subjectivité

TERRITORY   territoire

Momentous social revolutions often begin with a book. The modern animal-
rights movement was born in 1975, with the publication of Peter Singer’s 
“Animal Liberation.” Singer, an Australian philosopher, popularized the concept 
of “speciesism,” which he compared to racism and sexism. “All animals are 
equal,” he asserted, adding, “The basic principle of equality does not require 
equal or identical treatment; it requires equal consideration.” Singer did not 
actually advocate for legal rights but for expanded welfare, declaring that the 
moral argument for equality rests exclusively on an animal’s capacity for suffering 
and happiness, not on its intellect or its abilities. His thinking can be traced to 
the utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham, the Enlightenment-era English legal 
philosopher and reformer. The guiding principle of utilitarianism is that society 
should attempt to provide the greatest happiness to the greatest number, which 
is typically achieved by maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain. Bentham 
made an enduring case for animal welfare when he wrote, “The question is 
not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?” 

Lawrence Wright, The Elephant in the Courtroom, THE NEW YORKER, March 7, 2022.

Alongside and sometimes against such attempts to bring (some) animals within 
the community of humans, an emerging facet of animal studies has increasingly 
questioned the justification for granting legal rights or protection to nonhuman 
animals on the grounds or to the extent that they are like humans. Influenced 
both by postmodern theory and by feminist and postcolonial critiques of the 
ways Western, educated Man has acted as the norm for what counts as human, 
recent discussions in animal studies have questioned to what extent our 
understanding of rights and protection are adequate for animals. Following 
feminists who have been critical of the way that the very notion of “women’s 
rights” may reify a fictional identity of women as subordinate and thereby 
entrench women within their subordination, one might ask how the notion of 
“animal rights” might similarly entrench animals within a falsely unifying idea 
of “the animal.” The inequities of rights discourse, whether for humans or for 
animals, seems inevitable, and just as a prejudicial definition of the human has 
been used to grant privileges to some while excluding others, so the notion of 
animal rights privileges a particular group of animals—those who can demonstrate 
a capacity for so-called rational agency—and leaves others unprotected.  In 
this way the question of the animal becomes an extension of those debates 
over identity and difference that have embroiled academic theory over the past 
quarter century. If animal studies have come of age, it is perhaps because 
nonhuman animals have become a limit case for theories of difference, otherness, 
and power.

Kari Weil, “A Report on the Animal Turn,” Providence: Brown University + d i f f e r e n c e s: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies, Volume 21, Number 2, 2010.  
http://read.dukeupress.edu/differences/article-pdf/21/2/1/374367/diff212_01Weil.pdf

Socialization and rationality suppress the “natural” behavior of man, and art provides 
a “refuge for mimetic behavior.” Aesthetic mimesis assimilates social reality without 
the subordination of nature such that the subject disappears in the work of art 
and the artwork allows for a reconciliation with nature. Derrida uses the concept 
of mimesis in relation to texts which are non-disposable doubles that always stand 
in relation to what has preceded them. Texts are deemed “nondisposable” and 
“double” in that they always refer to something that has preceded them and are 
thus “never the origin, never inner, never outer, but always doubled”  . The mimetic 
text (which always begins as a double) lacks an original model and its inherent 
intertextuality demands deconstruction.” Differénce is the principle of mimesis, a 
productive freedom, not the elimination of ambiguity; mimesis contributes to the 
profusion of images, words, thoughts, theories, and action, without itself becoming 
tangible”  . Mimesis thus resists theory and constructs a world of illusion, appearances, 
aesthetics, and images in which existing worlds are appropriated, changed, and 
reinterpreted. Images are a part of our material existence, but also mimetically 
bind our experience of reality to subjectivity and connote a “sensuous experience 
that is beyond reference to reality”  . 

Michelle Puetz, Mimesis, The Chicago School of Media Theory: Keywords, 2002
https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/mediatheory/keywords/mimesis/

Ultimately, from whatever angle one may approach things, the fundamental 
question proves to be that of distinction: distinctions between what is real and 
imaginary, between wakefulness and sleep, between ignorance and knowledge, 
and so on. These are all distinctions, in short, that any acceptable project must 
seek to chart very precisely and, at the same time, insist on resolving. Certainly, 
no distinction is more pronounced than the one demarcating an organism from 
its environment; at least, none involves a more acutely perceptible sense of 
separation. We should pay particular attention to this phenomenon, and more 
specifically to what we must still call, given our limited information, its pathology 
(although the term has a purely statistical meaning): namely, the set of phenomena 
referred to as mimicry. 

Roger Caillois, “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia,” in Claudine Frank, The Edge of Surrealism: A Roger Caillois Reader, translated by Claudine Frank and Camille 
Naish, Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2003.

As we watch, or read, Kafka’s ape, we bear witness to the presentation of the 
self in a timeless universe, a self that only exists at the moment of its presentation 
before an audience. The ape’s relationship to himself is theatrical: he cannot 
say “I,” he can only play it. (…) The act of writing, the extended trope by which 
first person becomes third, is to a certain extent an obsessive return to the 
mirror stage wherein the self is made, constructed both as self and other 
simultaneously, and where the necessity of the lacking self as requisite condition 
for self-(re)production is discovered. (…) To say “I” is, (…) to create an illusion, 
to pretend that there is a stable entity that can be localized in the constant 
oscillation between narrator and narrated entity. Kafka’s “Report” would have 
us believe that such an entity has been created, that the ape has succeeded 
in producing a (temporally, grammatically) stable “I.” (…) however, and this is 
where the comic element enters: what the ape represents is a grammatical 
rather than a physical mirror stage. He does not see his real specular double/
himself. He incessantly disavows his corporeal reality. (…) The ape is doomed 
to the failure occasioned by the disjunction between his essence and his 
appearance. This failure is, however, central to the production of authority, both 
of the speaker and of the writer. The process of moving from third to first person 
and the separation from oneself (whereby other becomes Other and I becomes 
nobody) is catalyzed to initiate a process of re-connection so that “I” becomes, 
in a literal sense, the other. (…) The ape’s mirror stage can be broken down 
into three important phases, as it were: the negation of his body, the discovery 
of the human specular double and, finally, the formation of his “self.” (…)

Indeed the laughter of the apes echoes the laughter of his own audience, 
a laughter provoked by the sight of one species aping the other, with the 
difference that what humans perform on the level of the body, the ape performs 
on the level of the mind. Being blind to one’s own limitations as well as to that 
which delimits and defines the self is for him part and parcel of being human. 
(…) And so he imitates, but what is truly striking is his lucidity regarding the 
very object of his imitation. (…) Part of what the ape masters is the idea of 
consumption and assimilation (…) There is method, if not necessity, in his 
failure, however: how else is he to enact the incessant comings and goings 
between the boundaries of the oscillating wave function of the self, between 
animal and human, past and present, I then and I now? (…) he never, (…) says 
that he has become human, but merely that he has established a reputation 
as a performer, as a player of parts, or rather of one part, namely himself, the 
ape caught between Affentum and humanity. (…) he finds that the more his 
project succeeds the more it is doomed to failure. As an alienated entity, he 
cannot proclaim both his current state and the state in relation to which he is 
estranged (…) As such, the ape stands (in the space of the parable) for the 
dilemma of Kafka—trying to present himself to his audience, trying to present 
both his narrated and narrating selves without compromising his biographical 
amplitude. (…) This is, Kafka would have us believe (…) the crucial step to be 
taken by a writer. All writing is a de-metaphorization of that step, an effacing 
of the border between self and other, an incarnation of the image of the mirror 
together with the failure that necessarily follows from such a gesture. 

Ziad Elmarsafy, "Aping the Ape: Kafka's "Report to an Academy"," STUDIES IN 20TH CENTURY LITERATURE, Vol. 19: Issue 2, Article 2, 1995
https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol19/iss2/2

In our contemporary culture of ubiquitous media, where all social spaces have 
become saturated with pixels and screens, moving animated images play an 
essential role in orchestrating desire and regulating behavior. As a stylistic 
category animation is now more popular than ever, as a strategic method it is 
increasingly pervading our daily lives. Infographics are moving beyond screens 
and monitors to animate both social and private spaces. Little LED-indicators 
turn all types of objects into active presences. Precisely in this agitated period 
of constantly innovating mobility and communication systems, media-archeology 
offers a welcome perspective to situate the effect of new media configurations 
in our digital era. From the good old cartoon factory to the most recent technologies 
of crowd control, from the cinema to the daily barrage of computerized information: 
reconfiguring both living and dead objects into a controlled flow remains the 
very motor of modernity. Animation functions not just as a visual language, it 
is more importantly also a cognitive principle, a training technique that puts 
matter and mind into motion. 

Edwin Carels, “Biometry and Antibodies: Modernizing Animation/Animating Modernity,” in: Anselm Franke ed., Animism Volume I, Berlin / New York: Sternberg Press, 2010.

The deceptive nature of the digital image is not evoked by a certain resemblance 
between original and copy, or reality and its simulation. No matter whether 
faithful or unfaithful, the similitude of the simulacrum seems no longer a 
question of likeness or unlikeness. Instead, similarity has turned into simultaneity; 
it has become a question entirely occupied by time: synchronized time and 
temporal command.

The digital image is characterized by a promise of instant availability in so-
called real time that comes along with the idea of global compatibility. Today, 
the illusionary character of the image lies in the proclamation of immediate 
access to the recorded data as well as in the idea of unlimited exchangeability 
bypassing any actual resemblance. 

Florian Schneider, “Theses on the Concept of the Digital Simulacrum,” in Anselm Franke ed., Animism Volume I, Berlin/New York: Sternberg Press, 2010.

To understand the meaning of mimesis in Benjamin we must recognise its origin 
in the process of modelling, of ‘making a copy of.’ In essence it refers to an 
interpretative process that relates either to modelling oneself on an object, or to 
making a model of that object. Likewise mimesis may come into operation as a 
third party engages with that model, and the model becomes the vehicle for 
identifying with the original object. In each case the aim is to assimilate to the 
original object. Mimesis is therefore an operation that may be evoked both by 
the artist who makes a work of art, and also by the person who experiences it.

Mimesis for Benjamin is a linguistic concept. It offers a way of finding meaning 
in the world, through the discovery of similarities. These similarities become 
absorbed and then rearticulated in language. As such language becomes a 
repository of meaning, and writing becomes an activity which extends beyond 
itself, so that in the process of writing writers engage in unconscious processes 
of which they may not be aware. 

Neil Leach, “Mimesis,” in Walter Benjamin and Architecture, edited by Gevork Hartoonian, New York: Routledge, 2010.

Mimesis is essentially relational in that the imitator has no independent existence 
outside or separate from the object or person imitated; and yet the imitator is 
constantly being thrown back on himself reflexively, without ever achieving 
unity. Thus, mimesis offers assimilation with otherness while also drawing 
boundaries and distinguishing oneself. Animism demands both, and without 
mimesis the very basis of animistic relatedness is therefore likely to break down. 
This is not to say that mimesis is identical with animism. We can and do imitate 
things without being animists for that reason. Rather, what I am arguing is that 
mimesis is and must be a prerequisite for animistic symbolic world making. 
(…) Mimesis, therefore, is the practical side of animism, it’s world making 
mechanism par excellence. 

Rane Willerslev, Soul Hunters: Hunting, Animism, and Personhood among the Siberian Yukaghirs, Berkeley + Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007. 

Le jeu mimétique déjoué nous amuse seulement lorsque sa solution est 
jouée d’avance. C’est le monde visuel, autrement, qui se joue de nous, et 
alors nous sommes sa proie, nous côtoyons la terreur. (…) – rien n’apparut 
vraiment. Désirer une rapide solution à l’énigme mimétique m’eût contraint 
de décréter cette vitrine-là [au vivarium des Jardins des Plantes à Paris] vide 
de tout animal. (…) 

Tel est le phasme, qui, cependant, n’est pourtant pas un fantôme. Regardant 
son décor, le « fond » vide d’animal, j’ai dû comprendre à un moment – moment 
où l’incertitude s’effondra, mais avec elle toute certitude aussi – que la vie de 
cet animal, le phasme, était ce décor et ce fond mêmes. J’ai peine à m’expliquer. 
D’habitude, lorsqu’on te dit qu’il y a quelque chose à voir et que tu ne vois rien, 
tu t’approches : tu imagines que ce qu’il faut voir est un détail inaperçu de ton 
propre paysage visuel. Voir les phasmes apparaître exigea le contraire : dé-
focaliser, m’éloigner un peu, me livrer à une visibilité flottante, voilà ce que j’ai 
dû faire à peu près par hasard, ou d’un mouvement anticipant la peur. Mais 
les deux pas de recule me placèrent d’un coup devant l’évidence effrayante 
que la petite forêt du vivarium était elle-même l’animal censé s’y cacher.

Qu’est-ce donc qu’un phasme ? Un insecte, sans aucun doute. D’où vient 
son nom ? De phasma, sans doute, qui signifie tout à la fois apparition, le 
signe des dieux, le phénomène prodigieux, voire monstrueux ; et simulacre, 
aussi : le présage, enfin. (…) Car le phasme ne se contente pas d’imiter, 
comme le font tant d’autres animaux, une qualité particulière de son milieu, 
la couleur par exemple. Le phasme a fait de son propre corps le décor où 
il se cache, en incorporant le décor où il naît. Le phasme est ce qu’il mange 
et ce dans quoi il habite. Il est rameau, bouture, branchage, buisson. Il est 
écorce et arbre. L’épine, la tige et le rhizome. (…)

(…) en réalisant une espèce de perfection imitative, il brise la hiérarchie 
exigible de toute imitation. Il n’y a plus ici le modèle et sa copie : il y a une 
copie qui dévore son modèle, et le modèle n’existe plus tandis que la copie 
seule, par une étrange loi de nature, jouit du privilège d’exister. Le modèle 
imité devient alors un accident de sa copie – un accident fragile en danger 
d’être englouti (…). 

Georges Didi-Huberman, « Le paradoxe du phasme », Phasmes: essais sur l’apparition, Paris: Minuit, 1989. 

Il y suffit de comprendre le stade du miroir comme une identification au sens 
plein que l’analyse donne à ce terme : à savoir la transformation produite chez 
le sujet, quand il assume une image, – dont la prédestination à cet effet de 
phase est suffisamment indiquée par l’usage, dans la théorie, du terme antique 
d’imago.

L’assomption jubilatoire de son image spéculaire par l’être encore plongé 
dans l’impuissance motrice et la dépendance du nourrissage qu’est le petit 
homme à ce stade infans, nous paraîtra dès lors manifester en une situation 
exemplaire la matrice symbolique où le je se précipite en une forme primordiale, 
avant qu’il ne s’objective dans la dialectique de l’identification à l’autre et que 
le langage ne lui restitue dans l’universel sa fonction de sujet.

Cette forme serait plutôt au reste à désigner comme je-idéal , si nous 
voulions la faire rentrer dans un registre connu, en ce sens nous reconnaissons 
sous ce terme les fonctions de normalisation qu’elle sera aussi la souche des 
identifications secondaires, dont libidinale. Mais le point important est que 
cette forme situe l’instance du moi, dès avant sa détermination sociale, dans 
une ligne de fiction, à jamais irréductible pour le seul individu, – ou plutôt, qui 
ne rejoindra qu’asymptotiquement le devenir du sujet, quel que soit le succès 
des synthèses dialectiques par quoi il doit résoudre en tant que je sa discordance 
d’avec sa propre réalité.

C’est que la forme totale du corps par quoi le sujet devance dans un mirage 
la maturation de sa puissance, ne lui est donnée que comme Gestalt, c’est-à-
dire dans une extériorité où certes cette forme est-elle plus constituante que 
constituée, mais où surtout elle lui apparaît dans un relief de stature qui la fige 
et sous une symétrie qui l’inverse, en opposition à la turbulence de mouvements 
dont il s’éprouve l’animer. Ainsi cette GestaIt dont la prégnance doit être considérée 
comme liée à l’espèce, bien que son style moteur soit encore méconnaissable, 
– par ces deux aspects de son apparition symbolise la permanence mentale 
du je en même temps qu’elle préfigure sa destination aliénante ; elle est grosse 
encore des correspondances qui unissent le je à la statue où l’homme se 
projette comme aux fantômes qui le dominent, à l’automate enfin où dans un 
rapport ambigu tend à s’achever le monde de sa fabrication.

Jacques Lacan, Le Stade du miroir comme formateur de la fonction du Je : telle qu'elle nous est révélée dans l'expérience psychanalytique, Paris : Presses universitaires 
de France, 1949.

“The universe is built upon reason. (. . .) The fact that through the application 
of reason we can come to understand the rules by which the universe works 
proves that reason and the universe are of the same being. And the fact that 
animals, lacking reason, cannot understand the universe, but have simply to 
follow its rules blindly, proves that, unlike man, they are part of it but not part 
of its being: that man is godlike, animals thinglike.

(…) Even Kant does not pursue, with regard to animals, the implications of his intuition that 
reason may be not the being of the universe but on the contrary merely the being of the 
human brain. (…) Both reason and seven decades of life-experience tell me that reason is 
neither the being of the universe nor the being of God. On the contrary, reason looks to me 
suspiciously like the being of human thought; worse than that, like the being of one tendency 
in human thought. Reason is the being of a certain spectrum of human thinking. (…)

Fullness of being is a state hard to sustain in confinement. Confinement to 
prison is the form of punishment that the West favours and does its best to 
impose on the rest of the world through the means of condemning other forms 
of punishment (beating, torture, mutilation, execution) as cruel and unnatural. 
What does this suggest to us about ourselves? To me it suggests that the 
freedom of the body to move in space is targeted as the point at which reason 
can most painfully and effectively harm the being of the other. And indeed it 
is on creatures least able to bear confinement — creatures who conform least 
to Descartes’s picture of the soul as a pea imprisoned in a shell, to which further 
imprisonment is irrelevant — that we see the most devastating effects: in zoos, 
in laboratories, institutions where the flow of joy that comes from living not in 
or as a body but simply from being an embodied-being has no place. 

J. M. Coetzee, Elizabeth Costello, New York: Penguin, 2003.

(…) volumes on display are animal picture books. Baby owls or giraffes, the 
camera fixes them in a domain which, although entirely visible to the camera, 
will never be entered by the spectator. All animals appear like fish seen through 
the plate glass of an aquarium. The reasons for this are both technical and 
ideological: Technically the devices used to obtain ever more arresting images—
hidden cameras, telescopic lenses, flashlights, remote controls and so on—
combine to produce pictures which carry with them numerous indications of 
their normal invisibility. (…)

In the accompanying ideology, animals are always the observed. The fact 
that they can observe us has lost all significance. They are the objects of our 
ever-extending knowledge. What we know about them is an index of our power, 
and thus an index of what separates us from them. The more we know, the 
further away they are.

Yet in the same ideology, as Lukacs points out in History and Class Consciousness, 
nature is also a value concept. A value opposed to the social institutions which 
trip man of his natural essence and imprison him. “Nature thereby acquires the 
meaning of what has grown organically, what was not created by man, in 
contrast to the artificial structures of human civilization. At the same time, it 
can be understood as that aspect of human inwardness which has remained 
natural, or at least tends or longs to become natural once more.” According to 
this view of nature, the life of a wild animal becomes an ideal, an ideal internalized 
as a feeling surrounding a repressed desire. 

John Berger, “Why Look at Animals,” in About Looking, New York: Pantheon, 1980. 

L’animal est là avant moi, là près de moi, la devant moi — qui suis après lui.  
Et donc aussi, puisqu’il est avant moi, le voici derrière moi. Il m’entoure. Et depuis 
cet être—là—devant—moi, il peut se laisser regarder, sans doute, mais aussi, la 
philosophie l’oublie peut—être, elle serait même cet oubli calculé, il peut, lui, me 
regarder. Il a son point de vue sur moi. Le point de vue de l’autre absolu, et rien 
ne m’aura jamais tant donné à penser cette altérité absolue du voisin ou du 
prochain que dans les moments où je me vois vu nu sous le regard d’un chat.

Quels sont les enjeux de ces questions ? On n’a pas besoin d’être expert 
pour prévoir qu’elles engagent une pensée de ce que veut dire vivre, parler, 
mourir, être et monde comme être—dans—le—monde ou comme être—au—
monde, ou être-avec, être-devant, être-derrière, être—après, être et suivre, être 
suivi ou être suivant, là où je suis, d’une façon ou d’une autre, mais irrécusablement, 
près de ce qu’ils appellent l’animal. Il est trop tard pour le dénier, il aura été là 
avant moi, qui suis après lui. Après et près de ce qu’ils appellent l’animal et avec 
lui — que nous le voulions ou non, et quoi que nous fassions de la chose. (…)

Comme tout regard sans fond, comme les yeux de l’autre, ce regard dit 
« animal » me donne à voir la limite abyssale de l’humain : l’inhumain ou l’anhumain, 
les fins de l’homme, à savoir le passage des frontières depuis lequel l’homme 
ose s’annoncer à lui-même, s’appelant ainsi du nom qu’il croit se donner. Et dans 
ces moments de nudité, au regard de l’animal, tout peut m’arriver, je suis comme 
un enfant prêt pour l’apocalypse, je suis l’apocalypse même, à savoir l’ultime et 
premier événement de la fin, le dévoilement et le verdict. Je la suis, l’apocalypse, 
je m’identifie à elle en courant derrière elle, après elle, après toute sa zoo-logie. 
Quand passe l’instant d’extrême passion, et que je retrouve la paix, alors je peux 
parler tranquillement des bêtes de l’Apocalypse, leur rendre visite au musée, 
les voir en peinture (mais la zoographie, pour les Grecs, désignait la portraiture 
du vivant en général et non seulement la peinture animalière) ; je peux leur rendre 
visite au zoo, les lire dans une Bible ou en parler comme un livre. 

Jacques Derrida, L’animal que donc je suis, sous la direction de Marie Louise Mallet, Paris : Galilée, 2006.

In October of 1968, at a conference in New York called “Philosophy and 
Anthropology,” Jacques Derrida gave a keynote address entitled “The Ends of 
Man.” In it, he insisted on how difficult it is to open a space between, on the 
one hand, the innumerable differences that hide behind the word “human”—
national, ethnic, cultural, gender—and on the other, the universality of the term’s 
overt signification. (…)

If I explicitly present my discourse as a repetition, a reiteration of Derrida’s, 
it is because I intend to demonstrate that the question of the human is linked 
with repetition in a very specific way. This is not to say that repetition is specifically 
human. There are of course innumerable occurrences of animal repetition, as 
well as many cases of nonliving repetition: automatisms, mechanisms, etc. So 
the human is not the repetitive or repeating character per se, but its relationship 
to recurrence is perhaps unique, and can be formulated as follows: the human 
does not exist prior to repetition, but is designed by it. The human is the product, 
not the origin, of repetition. What, then, is this plastic operation, according to 
which fashioning has priority over being? (…) 

The inhuman (the historical problem of evil), the nonhuman (animal or machine), 
or more recently, the transhuman and the post-human are all different versions 
of the same idea, that the human might contain its own alterity. We can therefore 
say that the human is that which repeats itself beyond, and perhaps even in 
spite of, all attempts to challenge or deconstruct its essence. The “properly” 
human relationship to repetition is thus always at the same time a debasement 
of any “proper” essence of the human.

To return briefly to the title of Derrida’s lecture, we should read the meaning 
of “end” to be double, both as disappearance and accomplishment. The human 
is achieved in its disappearance, in becoming inhuman, nonhuman, post-
human… Such is the apocalyptic nature of the human: its destruction is its 
truth, whereupon the unity of death and completion, dissolution and achievement, 
are to be revealed. (…)

Artificial intelligence is another example, as its goal is to simulate, that is, to 
repeat, cognitive operations. I am referring here specifically to the Human Brain 
Project, a large ten-year scientific research project established in 2013 by 
Henry Markram.  The Human Brain Project will develop information and 
communication technology platforms in six main areas—neuronformatics, brain 
simulation, high-performance computing, medical informatics, neuromorphic 
computing, and neurorobotics—with the aim of producing a complete and 
detailed cartography of the human brain. There are other major large-scale 
brain initiatives around the globe, such as the Japanese Brain/MINDS project, 
and the Korean Brain Research Institute, and others currently being planned 
in both China and Taiwan. As a recent report from one brain project puts it, “it 
takes the world to understand,” and also to simulate, double, and duplicate the 
functions of, “the brain.”  

The issue raised by all these new occurrences of repetition is not, as we 
too often think, whether we are replaced or augmented by machines, as the 
post-humanists predict. It is rather the question of whether we are able to 
deal with this new urgency for repetition without seeking revenge against it 
or against finitude. Is the post-humanist claim that human beings will become 
amortal not precisely a sign of such a revengeful tendency? Are we, the 
superhumans to come, different from post-humans in being able to open 
ourselves to the future without developing hatred against time, without trying 
to crucify transiency and passage? Or in other words, is the plasticity that can 
currently be found everywhere—in aesthetics, medicine, ecology, physics, 
psychology, neurobiology—actually what it proclaims to be, or does it merely 
coincide with flexibility, that sham of plasticity? If plasticity entails the power 
to bestow form, flexibility only designates the capacity to be molded or bent 
in all directions without resistance. 

Catherine Malabou, “Repetition, Revenge, Plasticity,” e-flux Architecture : Superhumanity (received by e-mail on 21 February 2018)

There is a special literality in places where language interacts with data processing 
systems to which ordinary users do not have access. (…) Between human 
language and the language returned by the computer, there is a mediating set 
of expressions, a tumble of words that have been filtered and normalized, a 
token language. Perhaps these words belong to an infra-extra ordinary plane 
in which everything is of heightened significance. 

Daniel Rosenberg, “An Archive of Words,” in Science in the Archive: Pasts, Presents, Futures, edited by Lorraine Daston, Chicago, London: The University of Chicago Press, 2017.

We are still far from pondering the essence of action decisively enough. We 
view action only as causing an effect. The actuality of the effect is valued 
according to its utility. But the essence of action is accomplishment. To accomplish 
means to unfold something into the fullness of its essence, to lead it forth into 
this fullness – producere. Therefore only what already is can really be accomplished. 
But what “is’ above all is being. Thinking accomplishes the relation of being to 
the essence of the human being. It does not make or cause the relation. Thinking 
brings this relation to being solely as something handed over to thought itself 
from being. Such offering consists in the fact that in thinking being comes to 
language. Language is the house of being. 

Martin Heidegger, Letter on "Humanism,” translated by Frank A. Capuzzi, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. 

Particulièrement notre sentimentalité envers les bêtes est le signe sûr du mépris 
où nous les tenons. Elle est proportionnelle à ce mépris. C’est à mesure de sa 
relégation dans l’irresponsabilité, dans l’inhumain, que l’animal devient digne 
du rituel humain d’affection et de protection, tout comme l’enfant à mesure de 
sa relégation dans un statut d’innocence et d’infantilité. La sentimentalité n’est 
que la forme infiniment dégradée de la bestialité. Commisération raciste, nous 
en affublons les bêtes jusqu’à les rendre elles-mêmes sentimentales. (…)

Logique de l’exclusion, de la réclusion, de la discrimination et nécessairement, 
en retour, logique de la réversion, violence réversible qui fait que la société 
entière finit par s’aligner sur les axiomes de la folie, de l’enfance, de la sexualité 
et des races inférieures (expurgées, il faut le dire, de l’interrogation radicale 
qu’elles faisaient peser du cœur même de leur exclusion). La convergence du 
processus de civilisation est éblouissante. Les bêtes, comme les morts, et tant 
d’autres, ont suivi ce processus ininterrompu d’annexion par extermination, qui 
consiste à liquider, puis à faire parler les espèces disparues, à leur faire passer 
l’aveu de leur disparition. Faire parler les bêtes, comme on a fait parler les fous, 
les enfants, le sexe (Foucault). Ceci est d’autant plus hallucinant pour les bêtes, 
dont le principe d’incertitude qu’elles font peser sur l’homme, depuis leur rupture 
d’alliance avec lui, réside dans le fait qu’elles ne parlent pas. 

Jean Baudrillard, « Les bêtes. Territoire et métamorphoses », in Simulacres et simulation, Paris : Éditions Galilée, 1981.

Animals are beyond language but not mute. They are stratified by but not 
reducible to the human signifying practices and hence offer a fruitful way of 
approaching affects. Beyond language, however, animals such as insects map 
territories, contract forces, fold their bodies, and establish relations. This is 
what I find a crucial point in the field of animal studies and posthumanism as 
well: we must not get stuck with the question concerning language and the 
defining differences (usually in terms of language) that remove the animal from 
the cultural. Instead we should map the differing modalities of expression of 
animal bodies that point toward asignifying semiotics. Animal studies joins 
forces with media theory of a nonhuman kind. Reproduction of culture takes 
as much into account those semiotics of intensive bodily interactions and 
fluctuations as it does the linguistic acts and discourses; (…)

…media can be defined as assembled of various bodies interacting, of intensive 
relations. Media can be seen as an assemblage of various forces, from human 
potential to technological interactions and powers to economic forces at play, 
experimental aesthetic forces, conceptual philosophical modulations. Media 
contract forces, but also act as a passage and a mode of intensification that 
affords sensations, percepts, and thoughts. An assemblage is not, then, only a 
collection of already existing elements (technology taking the animal as its model, 
for example) but is in itself a mode of cutting flows. It consists of much more 
elementary things such as speeds and slowness, affects (potentials to connect) 
and qualities—a mode more akin to becoming than expressing a solid being  
(the becoming animal of technology, the becoming technical of the insect). (…) 

Jussi Parikka, “Introduction: Insects in the Age of Technology,” in Insect Media: An Archaeology of Animals and Technology, Minneapolis : University of Minnesota Press, 2010.

On les avait enterrés sous le silence, on les enterre sous la parole, parole 
« différence », certes, mais sous le mot d’ordre de la « différence », comme jadis 
sous celui de l’unité de la Raison, ne nous y trompons pas, c’est le même ordre 
qui s’avance. Impérialisme de la raison, néo-impérialisme de la différence.

L’essentiel est que rien n’échappe à l’empire du sens, au partage du sens. 
Bien sûr, derrière tout ça, rien ne nous parle, ni les fous, ni les morts, ni les 
enfants, ni les sauvages, et au fond nous ne savons rien d’eux, mais l’essentiel 
est que la Raison ait sauvé la face, et que tout échappe au silence.

Les bêtes, elles, ne parlent pas. Dans un univers de parole grandissante, de 
contrainte d’aveu et de parole, elles seules restent muettes, et de ce fait elles 
semblent reculer loin de nous, derrière l’horizon de la vérité. Mais c’est ce qui 
fait que nous sommes intimes avec elles. Ce n’est pas le problème écologique 
de leur survie qui est important. C’est encore et toujours celui de leur silence. 
Dans un monde en voie de ne plus faire que de parler, dans un monde rallié 
à l’hégémonie des signes et du discours, leur silence pèse de plus en plus 
lourd sur notre organisation du sens. 

Jean Baudrillard, « Les bêtes. Territoire et métamorphoses », in Simulacres et simulation, Paris : Éditions Galilée, 1981.

Nous imaginons trop souvent que les relations qu’entretient un sujet animal 
déterminé avec les choses de son milieu ont lieu dans le même espace et dans 
le même temps que celles qui nous lient aux objets de notre monde humain. 
Cette illusion repose sur la croyance en un monde unique où se situeraient 
tous les êtres vivants. Uexküll montre qu’un tel monde unitaire n’existe pas, 
pas plus qu’un temps et un espace égaux pour tous les êtres vivants. L’abeille, 
la libellule ou la mouche que nous regardons voler près de nous par un jour 
ensoleillé ne se déplacent pas dans le même monde que celui dans lequel 
nous les observons et ne partagent pas avec nous, ni entre elles, le même 
temps et le même espace.

Uexküll commence par distinguer avec soin l’Umgebung, l’espace objectif 
où nous voyons se mouvoir un être vivant, de l’Umwelt, le monde environnant, 
qui est constitué d’une série plus ou moins large d’éléments qu’il appelle 
« porteurs de signification » (Bedeutungsträger) ou de « marques » (Merkmalträger), 
qui sont les seuls qui intéressent l’animal. L’Umgebung est en réalité notre 
propre Umwelt, à laquelle Uexküll n’attribue aucun privilège particulier et qui, 
comme telle, peut elle aussi varier selon le point de vue dont nous observons 
cet animal. La forêt en tant que milieu objectivement déterminé n’existe pas : 
ce qui existe, c’est la forêt-pour le-garde-forestier, la forêt-pour-le-chasseur, la 
forêt-pour-le-botaniste, la forêt-pour-le-promeneur, la forêt-pour-l’ami-de-la-
nature, la forêt pour-le-bûcheron et, enfin, la forêt de légende (…).

Tout milieu est une unité close en elle-même, qui résulte du prélèvement 
sélectif d’une série d’éléments ou de « marques » dans l’Umgebung qui n’est, 
à son tour, que le milieu de l’homme. La première tâche du chercheur, qui 
observe un animal est de reconnaître les porteurs de signification qui en 
constituent le milieu. Ceux-ci ne sont pas, cependant, objectivement et effectivement 
isolés, mais constituent une étroite unité fonctionnelle – ou, comme préfère le 
dire Uexküll, musicale – avec les organes récepteurs de l’animal chargés de 
percevoir la marque (Merkorgan) et de réagir à elle (Wirkorgan). Tout se passe 
comme si le porteur de signification extérieure et son récepteur dans le corps 
de l’animal constituaient deux éléments d’une même partition musicale, presque 
deux notes du « clavier sur lequel la nature joue sa symphonie de signification 
supratemporelle et extra-spatiale » sans qu’il soit jamais possible de dire comment 
deux éléments aussi hétérogènes aient pu être si intimement liés. 

Giorgio Agamben, L’ouvert. De l’homme et de l’animal, traduction par Joël Gayraud, Paris : Rivages Poche / Petite Bibliothèque, 2006.

Conscious experience (…) occurs at many levels of animal life, though we 
cannot be sure of its presence in the simpler organisms, and it is very difficult 
to say in general what provides evidence of it. (Some extremists have been 
prepared to deny it even of mammals other than man.) No doubt it occurs in 
countless forms totally unimaginable to us, on other planets in other solar 
systems throughout the universe. But no matter how the form may vary, the 
fact that an organism has conscious experience at all means, basically, that 
there is something it is like to be that organism. There may be further implications 
about the form of the experience; there may even (though I doubt it) be implications 
about the behavior of the organism. But fundamentally an organism has conscious 
mental states if and only if there is something that it is like to be that organism—
something it is like for the organism.

Thomas Nagel, What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, THE PHILOSOPHICAL REVIEW, Vol. 83, No. 4, October, 1974.  

Les bêtes n’ont pas d’inconscient, c’est bien connu. Elles rêvent sans doute, 
mais ceci est une conjecture d’ordre bio-électrique, et le langage leur manque, 
qui seul donne un sens au rêve en l’inscrivant dans l’ordre symbolique. Nous 
pouvons phantasmer sur elles, projeter sur elles nos phantasmes et croire 
partager cette mise en scène. Mais ceci nous est commode – en fait les bêtes 
ne nous sont intelligibles ni sous le régime de la conscience, ni sous celui de 
l’inconscient. Il ne s’agit donc pas de les y forcer, mais juste à l’inverse de voir 
en quoi elles mettent en cause cette hypothèse même de l’inconscient, et à 
quelle autre hypothèse elles nous forcent. Tel est le sens, ou le non-sens de 
leur silence. (…)

Les bêtes n’ont pas d’inconscient, parce qu’elles ont un territoire. Les 
hommes n’ont un inconscient que depuis qu’ils n’ont plus de territoire. À la 
fois le territoire et les métamorphoses leur ont été ôtés – l’inconscient est 
la structure individuelle de deuil où se rejoue sans cesse, et sans espoir, 
cette perte – les bêtes en sont la nostalgie. La question qu’elles nous posent 
serait donc celle-ci : ne vivons-nous pas d’ores et déjà, au-delà des effets 
de linéarité et d’accumulation de la raison, au-delà des effets de conscience 
et d’inconscient, sur ce mode brut, symbolique, de cycle et de réversion 
indéfinie sur un espace fini ? 

Jean Baudrillard, « Les bêtes. Territoire et métamorphoses », in Simulacres et simulation, Paris : Éditions Galilée, 1981.

The nonhuman turn, one of many ‘turns’ occurring at the moment, is one of the 
implications of a critique of the restriction of the human to the able-bodied, 
Western, white, civilized, masculine man, and forms of control exerted by the 
category ‘human’. At its best, a reorientation beyond the self and its modes of 
recognition, beyond the limited perspective of human self-interest opens up 
an entire world of questions not limited to the human, better able to address 
the human from a broader framework than that provided by introspection and 
identification, that is, capable of addressing the place of the human in a bigger 
world. It would be a new opening for the discourses of culture and politics, 
especially the politics of various forms of identity-structures and identifications, 
to look out to the world rather than into the self to discover who one is. Worlds 
await and have yet to be thought about in political and theoretical terms. The 
human is, obviously, a hinge, a pathway, one of many, by which the world may 
understand itself, by which thought or conceptuality is added to or elaborated 
in the world. But if the human and its modes of conceptualization understood 
this world better, the place of the human would not be so perilously close to 
extinction, so self-destructive as it has been. If the human is seen as one among 
a huge number of species and billions of living beings, this provides a kind of 
antidote to the endless spirals of self-inspection. 

Jon Roffe + Hannah Stark, “Deleuze and the Nonhuman Turn: An Interview with Elizabeth Grosz,” in: Jon Roffe + Hannah Stark eds., Deleuze and the Non/Human, 
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015.

An array of constantly evolving algorithms – artificial neural networks and deep 
learning systems – monitor every gesture we make and continuously rebuild 
intricate statistical images of each one of us. Each Internet search, post, 
transaction, and physical movement modifies this quantified human. The very 
fact that you are reading this sentence may be leaving a trace. Self-design turns 
out to be an uncanny encounter between what we offer (in the daily production 
of texts, comments, statements, objects, clothing choices, gestures, facial 
expressions, drawings, meals, exchanges, silences) and the image of ourselves 
that we are offered on our little screens. The algorithm shows us what it thinks 
we really want to see, as if in a strange kind of mirror that has become the new 
space of design.

Beatriz Colomina + Mark Wigley, Are we human? notes on an archaeology of design, Zürich: Lars Müller Publishers, 2016.

The question of animation—what is endowed with life, the soul, and agency—
seems inevitably and immediately to call for distinctions and boundaries: between 
animate and inanimate matter, primitive and civilized, subjective perception and 
objective qualities, the colloquial perception of the real and the merely fictive 
or imaginary, and last but not least, between interior self and exterior world. (…)

At stake is the question of whether we are able to step outside the matrix 
of modern dichotomies—not by abandoning them, but by regaining our capacity 
to act on them, and to transform what presents itself to us as “given” reality. 
This ability is also the measure of all attempts to decolonize the modern colonial 
imaginary. This project argues that in the question of animism lies a kernel of 
colonialism. Across the registers of common sense and everyday perception, 
from aesthetic reflection to the most abstract conceptual distinctions, this 
kernel stands for a mechanism that has served to legitimize colonial subjugation, 
often in ways not immediately perceptible, precisely because it has become 
naturalized as part of how we perceive, experience, and relate to things. 

Anselm Franke ed., Animism Volume I, Berlin/New York: Sternberg Press, 2010. (exhibition catalogue/book)

From time immemorial, the mimetic faculty has been conceded some influence 
on language. Yet this was done without foundation—without consideration of 
a further meaning, still less a history, of the mimetic faculty. But above all, such 
considerations remained closely tied to the commonplace, sensuous realm of 
similarity. All the same, imitative behavior in language formation was acknowledged 
under the name of onomatopoeia. Now if language, as is evident to the insightful, 
is not an agreed-upon system of signs, we will, in attempting to approach 
language, be constantly obliged to have recourse to the kind of thoughts that 
appear in their most primitive form as the onomatopoeic mode of explanation. 
The question is whether this can be developed and adapted to improved 
understanding. (…) For if words meaning the same thing in different languages 
are arranged about the signified as their center, we have to inquire how they 
all—while often possessing not the slightest similarity to one another—are similar 
to the signified at their center. Yet this kind of similarity cannot be explained 
only by the relationships between words meaning the same thing in different 
languages, just as, in general, our reflections cannot be restricted to the spoken 
word. They are equally concerned with the written word. And here it is noteworthy 
that the latter—in some cases perhaps more vividly than the spoken word—
illuminates, by the relation of its written form [Schriftbild] to the signified, the 
nature of nonsensuous similarity. In brief, it is nonsensuous similarity that 
establishes the ties not only between what is said and what is meant but also 
between what is written and what is meant, and equally between the spoken 
and the written. (…)

But this aspect of language, as well as of script, does not develop in isolation 
from its other, semiotic aspect. Rather, the mimetic element in language can, 
like a flame, manifest itself only through a kind of bearer. This bearer is the 
semiotic element. Thus, the nexus of meaning of words or sentences is the 
bearer through which, like a flash, similarity appears. For its production by 
man-like its perception by him is in many cases, and particularly the most 
important, tied to its flashing up. It flits past. It is not improbable that the rapidity 
of writing and reading heightens the fusion of the semiotic and the mimetic in 
the sphere of language.

“To read what was never written.” Such reading is the most ancient: reading 
prior to all languages, from entrails, the stars, or dances. Later the mediating 
link of a new kind of reading, of runes and hieroglyphs, came into use. It seems 
fair to suppose that these were the stages by which the mimetic gift, formerly 
the foundation of occult practices, gained admittance to writing and language. 
In this way, language may be seen as the highest level of mimetic behavior 
and the most complete archive of nonsensuous similarity: a medium into which 
the earlier powers of mimetic production and comprehension have passed 
without residue, … 

Walter Benjamin, “On the Mimetic Faculty,” in Reflections, New York: Schocken, 1986, pp. 333-336.

Instead of seeing, on the great mythical book of history, lines of words that translate in 
visible characters thoughts that were formed in some other time and place, we have in 
the density of discursive practices, systems that establish statements as events (with 
their own conditions and domain of appearance) and things (with their own possibility 
and field of use). They are all these systems of statements (whether events or things) 
that I propose to call archive. — Michel Foucault

The line between writing and archiving has become blurry. Writing in networked 
space passes effortlessly into unseen repositories and systems. We no longer 
delete, we archive.

The distinction that Michel Foucault drew between visible characters “formed 
in some other time and place” (the traditional materials of the archive) and 
“systems that establish statements as events” (discourse and its conditions of 
possibility) collapses in the electronic ecosystem.  In important ways, writing 
and archiving become one and the same.

But what is the electronic archive? The contemporary discourse of bigness 
seems to suggest that it is everything. 

Daniel Rosenberg, “An Archive of Words,” in Science in the Archive: Pasts, Presents, Futures, edited by Lorraine Daston, Chicago, London: The University of Chicago Press, 2017.

Writing and reading are mimetic (Derrida). They refer to prior matters: writing 
to what has already been written; reading to what has already been read. Texts 
are never originals, always ‘doubles’ they come into being through acts of 
collation and supplementation, through entanglements in other texts. They have 
no origin, but rather begin in situations that are already mimetic. Every origin 
is a repetition. What is written can be imitated at will and is open to divergent 
interpretations. Texts are produced and then scattered; their dissemination and 
the use to which they will be put is beyond anyone’s control; they remain always 
ambiguous; they have to do with play, simulacrum, concealment. The mimetic 
treatment of texts and writing marks itself off from imitation and simulation 
through an element of difference. The goal is not the production of the same 
but the generation of the similar; it makes difference possible and, with difference, 
productive freedom. 

(…) Language is a mimetic transformation of perceptions and sensations, 
the mimetic aspect of which requires something on which to anchor itself. “This 
bearer is the semiotic element. Thus, the coherence of words or sentences is 
the bearer through which, like a flash, similarity appears.” 

Gunter Gebauer + Christoph Wulf, Mimesis: Culture-Art-Society, translated by Don Reneau, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992.

(…) ne rêvons-nous pas plutôt d’implosion que d’explosion, de métamorphose 
plutôt que d’énergie, d’obligation et de défi rituel plutôt que de liberté, de cycle 
territorial plutôt que de … Mais les bêtes ne posent pas de questions. Elles se 
taisent. 

Jean Baudrillard, « Les bêtes. Territoire et métamorphoses », in Simulacres et simulation, Paris : Éditions Galilée, 1981.

 

John Berger: “Nowhere in a zoo can 

a stranger encounter the look of 

an animal. At the most, the animal’s 

gaze flickers and passes on.  

They look sideways. They look blindly 

beyond. They scan mechanically… 

That look between animal and man, 

which may have played a crucial role 

in the development of human society, 

and with which, in any case, all men 

had always lived until less than a 

century ago, has been extinguished,” 

(About Looking, New York: Pantheon, 

1980).

 

Nous laissons sa singularité à la 

traduction que nous avons adoptée, 

dans cet article de l'Ideal lch  

de Freud, sans plus en donner les 

motifs, ajoutant que nous ne l'avons 

pas maintenue depuis lors.

 

The Human Brain project is  

the European Union’s version of the 

American BRAIN Initiative  

(Brain Research through Advancing 

Innovative Neurotechnologies),  

also referred to as the Brain Activity 

Map Project, President Obama’s 

2013 program to map the activity  

of every neuron in the human brain 

by using Big Data.

 

Z. Josh Huang and Liqun Luo,  

“It takes the world to understand  

the brain,” SCIENCE 350, no. 6256, 

October 2, 2015. 

 

For example, see Mary Midgley's 

Animals and Why They Matter. 

 

See the recent posthumous 

translation and publication Derrida's 

"The Autobiographical Animal" entitled 

The Animal That Therefore I Am . . .

 

J. Macgregor Wise, “Assemblage,” in 

Gilles Deleuze: Key Concepts, edited 

by Charles J. Stivale, Chesham, 

England: Acumen, 2005, 84.


Waller Benjamin, “On the Mimetic 

Faculty,” in Reflections:  

Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical 

Writings, translated by  

Edmund Jephcott, New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978.


Jakob Uexküll + Georg von der Kriszat, 

Streifzüge durch die Welten von Tieren 

und Menschen. Ein Bilderbuch 

unsichtbarer Welten. Bedeutungslehre, 

Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1956 (1934).

The publication Animism (Volume I) 

brings together theoretical and 

artistic reflections on the history 

and contemporary relevance of 

animism. The publication draws  

on work from a wide range  

of disciplines – ranging from 

anthropology to art and media 

history – aiming at creating a 

constellation of perspectives, 

including the latest anthropological 

discussions and artistic debates, 

through which the question of 

aesthetic animation can be posed  

in novel, challenging ways.

Jakob Johann von Uexküll  

(1864 - 1944) était un biologiste 

allemand balte qui a travaillé dans 

les domaines de la physiologie 

musculaire et de l'étude du 

comportement animal et a eu une 

influence sur la cybernétique  

du vivant.


In her discussion of the concept  

of women’s rights, Wendy Brown 

writes that rights are founded on 

notions of individuality that  

“are predicated upon a humanism 

that routinely conceals its gendered, 

racial and sexual norms.”


Michael Kelly ed., "Mimesis," in  

The Encyclopaedia of Aesthetics, vol. 3, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.


Quote from Marey's introduction  

to animal locomotion, cited in  

Martha Braun, Picturing Time:  

the work of Étienne-Jules Marey 

{1830-1904} (Chicago, London: 

University of Chicago Press, 1992).

Peter Singer, “Animal Liberation,”  

(A review of Animals, Men and 

Morals: An Inquiry into the 

Maltreatment of Non-humans, edited 

by Stanley Godlovitch, Roslind 

Godlovitch, John Harris, New York : 

Grove Press, 1971), THE NEW YORK 

REVIEW OF BOOKS, April 5, 1973. 

Reissued in 2020. 

“From the invisible atom to the 

celestial body lost in space, 

everything is subject to motion... 

It is the most apparent characteristic 

of life, it manifests itself in all the 

functions, it is even 

the essence of several of them.”

— Etienne-jules Marey  


Michel Foucault, The Archaeology  

of Knowledge, translated by  

Alan Sheridan, New York: Pantheon, 

[1969] 1972.




