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Abstract:  

This paper will engage to illuminate the details of Elizabeth Costello’s lecture in 
Princeton University exposing the animals’ victimization as a result of predominating 
parochial anthropocentric discourse and her ethical notions regarding the humans’ desirable 
maintenance of empathy in dealing with the animals in J.M. Coetzee’s The Lives of Animals 
from the rationalistic lens. In this context, Costello’s comparison of the horrifying Nazi 
Holocaust with the massive animal slaughterization by the industrial farms, promotion of 
sympathetic identification and ‘poetic invention’ to enhance empathy and respect towards 
animals, denial of humans’ preconceived denigration of animals lacking ‘reason’ would be 
validated by and be compared with the existing philosophies of Heidegger, Descartes, 
Levinas, Derrida and others along with judging their relevance in reality. And, eventually, in 
the scope of this paper, an attempt will be made to perceive how her seemingly ‘iconoclastic’ 
anti-anthropocentric idiosyncrasies advocating the ‘humanely’ treatment of animals emerge 
to be pseudo-ethical without any acute suggestion of practical implementation and actually 
fall into the contour of  anthropocentrism.    

Keywords: anthropocentrism, empathy, victimization, humanity, animality, humane, 
The Lives of Animals. 

‘And God said, let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have the 
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and the 
earth, and over any creeping thing that creepeth upon earth.’ (Verse 1:26, Genesis, web) 

--This proclamation in the Book of Genesis is sometime considered to be the one of the major 
inflators that ignited the Western anthropocentric attitude. To be very precise, 
‘anthropocentrism’, or sometimes referred to as the ‘humanocentrism’, is that parochial 
notion which prioritize the human and human interest over any other creature or natural 
dominion. Western philosophies are notorious for their non-empathetic anthropocentric 
idiosyncrasies. In the opinion of M.H. Abrams, ‘they are oriented to the interests of human 
beings, who are viewed as opposed to and superior to nature, and free to exploit natural 
resources and animal species for their own purposes.’ (Abrams, 82) Defenders of 
anthropocentrism like Welsey J. Smith argue that as humans possess more compact cognition 
and rationality than any other creature and also a unique moral conscience, they should get 
the natural right to supervise/control all the natural aspects and can utilize the animals and 
plants to mitigate human interests if necessary—as Wesley J. Smith delineates in his A Rat is 
a Pig is a Dog is a Boy, 
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Because we are unquestionably a unique species—the only species capable of 
contemplating ethical issues and assuming responsibilities—we uniquely are capable 
of apprehending the difference between right and wrong, good and evil, proper and 
improper conduct toward animals. (Smith, web) 

And in no way, according to this vie, humans could be comparable with the ‘trivial’ and 
‘abominable’ animals and, in the words of Mortimer J. Adler, to maintain the universal 
human rights, equality, human interests would be the most prerogated premise and in no way 
humans could be comparable to the animals, ‘which we harness as a beast of burden, that we 
butcher for food and clothing, or that  we destroy as disease bearing pests or as dangerous 
predators.’ (Adler, 264)    

 Now, ‘humanity’, pertaining to conventional sense of the term, denotes ‘virtues’ 
associated with the basic ethical conscience of human. The concept can be traced back to the 
emergence of the ‘humanist’ philosophy in the thirteenth century ‘Renaissance’ Europe. This 
Renaissance ‘humanist’ philosophy, in turn, was partially inspired by the ancient Greek 
philosophers Plato and Aristotle’s propounding of the dignified central position of human in 
the universe. Love, kindness and social intelligence are the most important factors of 
humanity. Likewise ‘humanity’ ‘animality’ has been defined as the ‘animal nature of human 
beings’ (Merium-Webster Dictionary, web) and cruelty, ruthlessness, immorality, 
insensibility are attributed as its tenets.  

The South- African Nobel Laureate J.M. Coetzee has etched his own unique sense of 
ethicality, humanity and animality in his several works. The dichotomy between ‘animality’ 
in humans and ‘humanity’ in animals are recurrent in his works. In his Disgrace (1999) the 
traces of ‘animality’ (in the conventional sense of the term) are exhibited by the protagonist 
David Lurie when he unscrupulously exploits one of his ‘Black’ student sexually as if he, 
being superior in ‘race’, has the natural right to do so; and also by the heinous group of 
drunkards who bestially rape Lucy. And Lucy, on the other hand, illuminates ‘humanity’ 
within an animal exemplifying the dogs’ faithfulness: ‘dogs do the honour of treating us like 
gods’ (Coetzee, 78) whereas humans treat them harshly as if they are a ‘part of furniture’ 
(Coetzee, 78). In Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1988), ‘the Magistrate’, the 
protagonist, intricately regains his ‘humanity’ when he mingles with the ‘animal-like’ 
uncivilized ‘barbarians’ by detaching himself from his civilized military troupe in an 
Australian region. ‘Humanely’ he resolves to stand for the innocuous ‘barbarians’ whom the 
ruthless British Colonial authorities are resolute to annihilate on the basis of their argument 
that the ‘barbarians’ might attack.  The novel, en route, reveals how the ‘Magistrate’ has 
defended the ‘barbarians’, ‘meek as lamb’ (Coetzee,139), even being himself being tormented 
mentally and physically like a wretched ‘dog’ (145) or mouse’ (135) by his own former 
fellow-mates and even though ‘a bestial life’ (ibid, 108) has almost turned him ‘into a beast’ 
(ibid, 108) for the sake of ‘humanity’, from the ‘bestiality’ of  Colonial government. So, 
therefore, the question should arise that why should the ‘ethical conscience’, ‘rationality’, 
‘tenderness’ and ‘scrupulosity’ be defined as ‘humanity’ and ‘wickedness’, ‘ruthlessness’, 
‘brutality’ and ‘insensibility’ as the basic instincts of ‘animality’/ ‘bestiality’ when both 
animals and humans can demonstrate these aspects ?  And why should we believe the 
preconceived anthropocentric chauvinists’ view that only humans possess the rationality and 
ethical conscience and animals not at all? The fictional Australian writer Elizabeth Costello, 
in her Princeton lecture on 15th and 16th October, 1997 in J.M. Coetzee’s The Lives of 
Animals, has asked these questions and expressed extreme animosity against the humans’ 
abusing of animals to appease themselves and their needs. In fact, Costello opens the very 
first lecture by discussing the actual meaning of humanity and its indelibility in our relational 
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existence, the reasons that may lead humans to imbibe violence and the necessity of 
suppressing the non-humans who could be dangerous for the society. Now, in the scope of 
this paper an attempt will be made to validate the relevance of Costello’s grudges against the 
‘inhuman’ slaughtering of animals by the humans and also her idiosyncrasies related to the 
proper ‘humanely’ treatment of animals/beasts from practical perspectives, and would engage 
to perceive how Costello’s unique and apparently ‘iconoclastic’ anti-anthropocentric ethics of 
animal treatment, however, actually fall in the contour of anthropocentrism itself. 

              When Emanuel Levinas, in an interview with the three graduate students in “The 
Paradox of Morality”, was asked whether an animal should be treated with the same ethical 
recognition as humans, he clarified that animals should be treated empathetically but the 
animals’ position should not be compared with that of humans’: ‘yet the priority here is not 
found in the animal, but in human face.’ (Levinas, 169) In Levinas’s ontological philosophy, 
as delineated in Totality and Infinity, human-animal relation is circumstantially described as 
that of the subject’s dominance/power over the ‘other’. In the essay “Useless Suffering” in 
Entre Nous, Levinas defines ‘suffering’ as a kind of premodial revulsion that brings out 
quickly the vulnerability hidden within the ‘other’ and makes it passive. Elizabeth Costello in 
The Lives of Animals exposes her grudges against all the man-made discourses that cause this 
kind of suffering to animals and attempts to convince his audience in her first lecture that the 
situation could be improved if only men conceive a little empathetic/sympathetic attitude 
towards the animals. 

The heart is the seat of faculty, sympathy that allows us to share at times the being of 
another. Sympathy has everything to do with the subject and little to do with the 
subject and little to do with the object, the another, as we see at once when we think 
of the object as a bat (Can I share the being of a bat ?) but as another human being. 
There are people who have the capacity to imagine themselves as someone else, there 
are people who have no such capacity (when the lack is extreme, we call them 
psychopaths), and there are people who have the capacity but choose not to exercise 
it. (Coetzee, 34, The Lives of Animals) 

Later when Philosophy professor Thomas O’Hearne brags that the modern world’s 
endorsement of global animal rights preservation acts was actually the consequence of the 
‘Western Crusade’ (Coetzee,60), Costello, exemplifying the universal human tendency of 
keeping animals as pets, argues that ‘kindness to animals [...] has been more widespread than 
you imply’ (Coetzee, 61) and in actuality Western industries are more responsible for 
inflicting violence upon animals than anything else. In her opinion, humans are , by birth, 
naturally affectionate towards the animals—children’s habitual closeness to animals being its 
testimony, yet consciously/unconsciously accepting the globally dominating/reigning norms 
of the ‘humanocentrism’ –an untold criteria of socialization—humans imbibe an impervious 
attitude towards animals’ enormous sufferings; that is why, necessarily in a society, 
‘[children] have to be taught it is right to kill and eat [the animals].’ (Coetzee, 61) However, 
the pang of their ‘premodial’ sufferings perhaps, even though becoming an empathetic 
sentient being, is unexplainable unless one dies like ‘a dog’, just as happened to Josef K. in 
Kafka’s The Trial, or at least becomes a ‘wretched of the earth’ by a brutal torture as 
experienced by ‘the Magistrate’ in Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians, who after 
undergoing the ‘purgation’ of sufferings could feel the nature’s enigmatic truth: 

Look, [...] we [humans] are the great miracle of creation! [...] I pursue the thought but 
it eludes me like a wisp of smoke. It occurs to me that we crush insects beneath our 
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feet, miracles of creation too, beetles, worms, cockroaches, ants, in their own various 
ways. (Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians, 144) 

Costello strives to compare the everyday violence upon numerous animals in the 
slaughterhouses and the horrendous homicides done in the Nazi ‘Concentration Camps’ 
(Coetzee, 19) during the time of ‘Holocaust’: ‘They went like ships to slaughter. They died 
like animals. The Nazi butchers killed them.’ (Coetzee, 20) But just as the common 
frightened Germans and Poles preferred to ignore whatever atrocities were commencing 
around them, common people prefer to be silent regarding the everyday animal-holocaust 
done by the industries: ‘I return one last time to the places of deaths all around us, the places 
of slaughter to which, in a huge communal effort, we close our hearts. Each day in a fresh 
holocaust, yet as far as I can see our moral being is untouched.’ (Coetzee, ibid, 35) And then 
she goes on to comment on it something that takes the slight turn towards a direction which is 
just opposite of her proclaimed intention: 

In our chosen metaphorics, it was [the Nazis] and not their victims who were the 
beasts. By treating fellow human beings, being created in the image of God, like 
beasts, they had themselves become beasts. (Coetzee, 21) 

Undoubtedly this statement, along with chanting the ethic of ‘equality’, would remind one of 
the Verse 1:26 in the Book of Genesis where humans, superior to all other creatures, are 
compared with the image of the Almighty, and also indicates that probably, as common with 
most ones, the propensity of snobbish ‘anthropocentric’ attitude is entwined in the 
‘unconscious’ (absorbing Sigmund Freud’s concept) psyche of Elizabeth Costello; otherwise 
she would never refer to the brutal Nazis as beasts/animals while urging the audience to be 
empathetic sentient beings and sense the animals’ sufferings to decrease the animals’ 
victimization. However, the cloud of dubiousness further arises in her self-contradictory 
remark: ‘To be alive is to be a living soul. An animal—and we all are animal—is an 
embodied soul.’ (Coetzee, 33) Now, this only creates more complications for the 
readers/audience to understand her dogma—is she categorising the animals too as animals 
and beasts pertaining to their meekness or fierceness and then differentiate the docile 
empathetic humans from the ruthless ones? Or is she preaching that humans, being superior, 
should treat animals more ‘humanely’?  

 Costello senses that the humans’ sadistic propensity in treating animals/beasts can 
probably be mitigated if only humans could perceive the animal thought process and thereby 
becoming empathetic sentient beings—and the most adequate way of acquiring , as she 
elaborates in her second lecture entitled “The Poets and the Animals”, is conceiving the 
‘poetic imagination’. Costello, by mentioning Rilke's poem "The Panther" points out that 
Rilke 'dissolves into a dance of energy around a center' (Coetzee, ibid, 50):     ‘As he paces in 
cramped circles, over and over’ (Rilke, web); and then referring to Ted Hughes’s poem “The 
Jaguar” and “Second Glance at Jaguar” she points out that ‘Hughes is writing against Rilke 
[...] He uses the same staging in the zoo, but it is the crowd for a change that stands 
mesmerized.’ (Coetzee, ibid, 50): 

But who runs like the rest past these arrives                                                                                             
At a cage where the crowd stands, stares, mesmerized... (Hughes, “The 
Jaguar”, web) 

According to her, the ‘jaguar’s’ vision is not blunted like Rilke’s ‘the panther’; ‘the cage is 
no reality to him, he is elsewhere [...] because his consciousness is kinetic rather than 
abstract.’ (Coetzee, 51) And this is how Costello attempts to exemplify how the ‘poetic 
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imagination’ can reflect an animal’s possible psyche: “writers teach us more than they are 
aware of. By bodying forth the jaguar Hughes shows us that we too can embody animals by 
process called poetic invention that mingles breath and sense in a way that no one ever 
will.”(Coetzee, 53) However, Costello’s prioritizing of this enigmatic ‘poetic imagination’, 
which is significantly quite similar with Slavoj Zizek’s ‘imaginary identification’, actually 
entails some further inducements since the type/nature of the resultant projections would, 
perhaps, never be same with that of an animal and would vary upon the individuals’ 
preconceived ideological notions . As Zizek propounds in his The Sublime Object of 
Ideology, ‘imaginary identification is always identification on behalf of a certain gaze in the 
other. So, apropos of every imitation of a model-image, apropos of every ‘playing a role, the 
question to ask is: for whom the subject enacting this role? Which [idiosyncratic] gaze is 
considered when the subject identifies himself with a certain image.’ (Zizek, 117-118)  

Costello criticizes the prevalent notion of the accepted 'ecological vision', according 
to which the organic whole of the biodiversity is of prior importance than the life of any 
individual animal. In her opinion, 

Every living creature fights for its own individual life, refuses, by fighting, to accede 
to the idea that the salmon or the gnat is of a lower order of importance than the idea 
of the salmon or the idea of the gnat. But when we see the salmon fighting for its life 
we say, it is just programmed to fight, we say, with Aquinas , it is locked into natural 
slavery , we say , it lacks self-consciousness. (Coetzee, 54) 

According to Heidegger’s ‘deisein’ philosophy ‘existence’ means the ‘state of being’ 
(Heidegger, 37), but Descartes argues that the ‘existence’ of animals cannot be defined as the 
‘state of being’ as they are ‘not an embodied soul, and quality of its being is not joy’ 
(Coetzee, 33)— the ‘machine lives’ (Coetzee, 33). On the other hand, Heidegger defines 
humans as the ‘animal rationale’— ‘something living which has reason.’ (Heidegger, 208) 
signifying that non-human animals are devoid of any ‘rationale’. Bertrand Russell, too, 
denotes humans as rational animal. Levinas, in his “Metaphysics of Transcendence”, referring 
to Socrates’ preachings states, 

Freedom does not resemble the capricious spontaneity of free will; its ultimate 
meaning lies in this permanence in the same, which is reason. Cognition is the 
deployment of this identity; it is freedom. That reason in the last analysis would be the 
manifestation of a freedom neutralizing the other... . (Levinas, 43) 

And, therefore, following the sequence of aforementioned arguments, as the animals possess 
minimal ‘reason’/rationality, they should have no ‘freedom’ and, that is why, should be 
dominated by their more cognitive ‘other’, humans. But, Costello in her lecture rejects the 
assumption that animals lack rationality and intelligence. By referring to Wolfgang Kohler's 
experiment with one ape, named Sultan, where the ape demonstrated its intelligence by 
formulating a ladder kind of structure with several crates and thereby obtaining the bananas 
that were intentionally placed in a height by Kohler beyond its reach. Costello further argues 
that the scientists could not prove that animals do possess the capability of abstract thinking, 
but it does not necessarily mean that animals cannot do that . She attempts to speculate the 
chain of thoughts that may have came in Sultan's mind and in the process criticizes the 
improper ways of using animals for experimentations:  

As long as Sultan continues to think wrong thoughts, he is starved. He is starved until 
the pangs of hunger are so intense , so overriding , that he is forced to think the right 
thought, namely , how to go about getting this bananas [...] Although his entire 
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history, from the time his mother was shot and he was captured, through his voyage in 
a cage to imprisonment on the island prison camp and the sadistic games that are 
played around food here, leads him to ask questions about the justice of the universe 
and the place of this penal colony in it, a carefully plotted psychological regimen 
conducts him away from ethics and metaphysics toward the humbler reaches of 
practical reason. (Coetzee, ibid, 28-29)  

However, to trace Coetzee’s exact conception of the non-human is not an easy task – 
in The Lives of Animals he, through the persona of Elizabeth Costello illuminates the sense of 
‘reason’ inherent in animals, again in Disgrace the state of an animal is compared to that of 
nullity—‘ground level’—as that of an destitute with no preconceived ratiocination: ‘To start 
at the ground level. With nothing. Not with nothing but with nothing. No cards, no weapons, 
no property, no rights, no dignity [...] like a dog.’(Coetzee, 205) She is reluctant to 
acknowledge Levinus’s theory regarding the ‘otherization’ of animals from human on the 
basis of conceiving rational and ethical faculty but never clarifies whether they should be 
treated equally just as humans or not, she reveals her resentment against animals slaughtering 
and urges the audience to be empathetic and act more ‘humane-like’ with animals, yet never 
directly promotes ‘vegetarianism’ or suggests any appropriate way of reducing their 
victimization. A ‘tall bearded man’ (Coetzee, 36) from audience points out her non sequitur 
argument:  

What wasn't clear to me, [...] is what you are actually targeting. Are you saying we 
should stop eating meat? Are you saying we should treat animals more humanly? Are 
you saying we should stop experimenting on animals? Are you saying we should stop 
experiments with animals, even benign psychological experiments like Kohler's? Can 
you clarify? (Coetzee, ibid, 36) 

The non-incisive nature of her dogma becomes more apparent in her unappealing reply: 'I 
was hoping not to have enunciate principles [...] If principles are what you want to take away 
from this talk, I would have to respond, open your heart and listen to what your heart says.' 
(Coetzee, ibid, 37) 

 Clearly the bilateral aspects of practicality and impracticality are visible in Costello’s 
approach—arduous yet nothing revelling/ iconoclastic. Moreover, to assail on humans’ 
anthropocentric arrogant attitude in dealing with animals she unknowingly imposes the same 
parochial ideology. And also Coetzee’s dexterity in presenting such a sensible issue of 
maintaining the animal rights in a lecture has been questioned—in responding Coetzee's The 
Lives of Animals the philosopher Peter Singer accuses that Coetzee had employed the 
fictional situation and the fictional character Elizabeth Costello as a kind of veil in order to 
prevent himself from any kind of serious involvement in animal rights preservation 
movement activities: 

You know how next month I'm going to Princeton to respond to that South African 
novelist J.M. Coetzee, who' giving a special lecture about philosophy and animals. 
This is his lecture. Except that isn't a lecture at all. It's a fictional account of a female 
novelist called Costello giving a lecture at an American university. [...] You mean that 
he's giving to stand there and give a lecture about someone giving a lecture? [...] You 
know Baudrillard , and all that stuff about simulation, breaking down the distinction 
between reality and representation , and so on. And look at the opportunities for 
playing with reference? (Singer, 85) 
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In another article entitled "Converging Convictions: Coetzee and His Characters on 
Animals", Peter Singer and Karen Dawen raise the question in the similar context : ‘ In The 
Lives of Animals and in two similar chapters of Elizabeth Costello , the protagonist speaks 
passionately against the way humans abuse animals -- Is she speaking for J.M. Coetzee , the 
author of these works ? [...] Indeed, Coetzee's novel, in which he often shares demographical 
and other characteristics with his protagonists, clearly invite such questions.’(Singer and 
Dawen, 109) However, Coetzee’s utilization of the ‘fictionalized’ voice of Costello can be 
perceptible as the author’s ‘fascination with the middle voice which breaks the opposition 
active-passive, widening the range of modal possibilities to a threefold opposition.’ (Silva, 
222) As Coetzee has expressed in an essay entitled “A Note on Writing” published in 
Doubling the Point:  

 To write (active) is to carry out the action without reference to the self, perhaps, 
though not necessarily, on behalf of someone else. To write (middle) is to carry out 
the action (or better, to do writing) with reference to the self. Or—to follow Barthes in 
his metaphorical leap from grammar to meaning—“today to write is to make oneself 
the center of the action of la parole; it is to effect writing in being affected oneself; it 
is to leave the writer (le scripteur) inside the writing, not as psychological 
subject...but as the agent of the action” . (Coetzee, 94) 
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