
Animal Studies Facing Literary Theory (and Practice)

catrinel PoPa

“Animality is an exercise.”

Michel Foucault

Abstract: This study aims to test the validity of a rather extravagant and innovative 
conceptual‑methodological frame, usually known, in Western culture, as “critical animal 
studies.” Obviously, risky as it is, such an attempt cannot overlook cross‑disciplinary 
approaches (conducted under labels such as bioethics, zoography, posthumanism, etc.), 
because the fictional treatments of animal worlds relate to larger philosophical, historical 
or cultural issues. Moreover—in the literary field—this endeavor involves a critical 
reevaluation of older theoretical categories (e.g., the “ fantastic”, the “marvellous”, 
“ fantasy”), as I attempt to prove by analyzing George Bălăiţă’s novel, Lumea în două 
zile [The World in Two Days]. 

Keywords: animal studies, posthumanism, non‑human, the fantastic, displacement, 
deterritorialization

Résumé : Cette étude se propose de tester la validité d’un cadre conceptuel et 
méthodologique assez extravagant et innovateur, connu généralement dans la culture 
occidentale sous le nom « d’études critiques animalistes ». Puisque le traitement fictif 
des mondes des animaux se rapporte à des questions philosophiques, historiques 
ou culturelles plus larges, un tel essai ne peut pas laisser de côté les approches 
transdisciplinaires (conduites sous des noms tels que « bioéthique », « zoographie », 
« posthumanisme », etc.). En plus – dans le domaine littéraire – cette démarche implique 
une réévaluation critique des catégories théoriques plus anciennes (comme par exemple 
« le fantastique », « le merveilleux », « la fantaisie »), comme l’auteure de cet article 
essai de le prouver en analysant le roman de George Bălăiţă, « Lumea în două zile » 
(« Le monde en deux jours »). 

Mots‑clés : études animalistes, posthumanisme, non‑humain, le fantastique, déplace‑
ment, déterritorialisation
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A New Discipline? 

Over the last decades, the growing interest in non‑human ways of encountering 
and experiencing reality has led, in the field of humanities, to a propensity towards 
reconfiguring and reconsidering the inventory of their priorities, tenets and methods, 
as well as to an urge to reiterate the topic of identity construction from a slightly 
different angle. 

Against the backdrop of recent developments in various scientific fields such as 
cognitive ethology, ecology, bioethics, etc. (not to mention the popularity of television 
documentaries such as The Animal Mind, in the PBS series Nature, or those broadcast 
on Animal Planet or National Geographic channels), a new trend—known as “(critical) 
animal studies”—has rapidly spread, first in North America and afterwards on the 
Old Continent. Issues concerning gender, race or class differences have been gradually 
supplemented by those related to differences between species. Foregrounding, along with 
the unquestionable interest in non‑human entities, a host of ethical concerns about how 
human beings interact with other animals, this direction ultimately raises questions—in 
accordance with the postulates of posthumanism—about the legitimacy of the traditional 
humanist discourse per se.

Briefly put, what might have appeared at first as a sort of exceptional or eccentric 
approach eventually proved a challenging and rewarding field of research, emerging at the 
crossroads of several disciplines and showing, as Cary Wolfe demonstrated in a brilliant 
essay, that its main target is, after all, that of modifying, together with the traditional 
topics of discourse, the scholars’ perspective on the human/non‑human relationship—or, 
in Wolfe’s terms, “locating the animal of animal studies and its challenge to humanist 
modes of reading, interpretation, and critical thought not just out there, among the birds 
and beasts, but in here, as well, at the heart of this thing we call human.” (“Human, 
All Too Human” 572). In this attempt of dis‑locating the human subject—the way in 
which it is conceived in the humanist tradition, i.e., as a subject constituted by critical 
introspection and self‑reflection—, critical animal studies focus more on human/
non‑human complementarities and similarities, rather than on the differences which have 
been taken for granted for many years, stipulating the supremacy of anthropos. In order 
to cast doubt on the validity of such hierarchies, contemporary philosophical reflection—
generally conducted under labels such as zoography, posthumanism, deconstruction, 
etc. —attempts not only to neutralize binary oppositions, but also to produce a radical 
renewal of thought paradigms. 

A precursor of this type of research was undoubtedly Jacques Derrida, quoted by 
Wolfe with his late essay, The Animal That Therefore I Am (More to Follow). Here, 
starting from Jeremy Bentham’s famous question about the condition of animals,1  
Derrida emphasizes the vulnerabilities humans and non‑humans have in common (firstly, 
their shared powerlessness in front of suffering and death): “mortality resides there, 
as the most radical means of thinking the finitude that we share with animals, the 
mortality that belongs to the very finitude of life, to the experience of compassion” (qtd. in 
Wolfe, “Human, All Too Human” 570). To put it briefly, what actually makes Bentham’s 
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reframing of the problem so compelling is that, in this new light, “[t]he question is 
disturbed by a certain passivity. It bears witness, manifesting already, as question, the 
response that testifies to sufferance, a passion, a not‑being‑able” (Derrida, The Animal 
That Therefore I Am 27).2 This is one of the main reasons why, instead of recognizing 
the moral and intellectual standing of animals, by dint of the capabilities they share with 
us, we had better—as the philosopher suggests—question the very fundamentals of 
our own capabilities (such as autonomy, agency, or authority over one’s autobiography).

It is obvious that not only the alleged hegemony of the anthropocentric subject over 
non‑human entities is thus deconstructed—in the benefit of a move (advocated by Marianne 
DeKoven in Why Animals Now?) “beyond human‑only and only‑human paradigms” 
(365)—, but also the very nature of the “auto‑” of the human as “autobiographical animal.” 
For, ultimately, “‘we’ are not ‘we,’ we are not the ‘auto‑‘ of the ‘auto‑biography’ that 
humanism gives to itself; rather ‘we’ are always radically other, already in‑ or ahuman 
in our very being” (Derrida, qtd. in Wolfe, “Human, All Too Human” 571). In other 
words, we are always predetermined by discourse, by a language “that is always on the 
scene before we are” (Derrida, qtd. in Wolfe, “Human, All Too Human” 571). A similar 
approach is to be found in Cary Wolfe’s book What is Posthumanism?, in which the 
author explores what might be achieved by rejecting such “classical humanist divisions 
of self and other, mind and body, society and nature, human and animal, organic and 
technological” (Howard); or in his recent book Before the Law: Humans and Other 
Animals in a Biopolitical Frame, where Wolfe reframes Derrida’s primary argument 
concerning “the finitude we experience in our subjection to a radical ahuman technicity 
or mechanicity of language” (Wolfe, What is Posthumanism? 88).

Literary Studies Facing the Animal

Another significant contribution in this “burgeoning area” (Wolfe, What is 
Posthumanism? 564) known as animal studies is Margot Norris’s book, Beasts of the 
Modern Imagination: Darwin, Nietzsche, Kafka, Ernst, and Lawrence, in which the author 
demonstrates that the artists she discusses represent a “biocentric tradition” originating 
in Darwin, “for Darwin himself revolutionized the concept of form, demonstrating that 
Nature produces form, not vice versa, and that form is engendered by force and desire 
rather than by mind” (15).

Thus, the beast’s force—understood as physical force, but also as complexity and power 
of fascination—emerges again, revealing once more the source of entrancement and fear 
that, for centuries, has made humans consider the animal an instantiation of absolute 
Otherness, a belief which the constant presence of zoomorphic motives in the figurative 
arts abundantly confirms. As early as the cave paintings of Altamira and all the way up 
to the contemporary era, the animal has not only stimulated the imagination of humans 
(embodying those vital energies than man has always aspired to master), but also often 
functioned as a mediator, bridging the gap between various levels of reality. This is perhaps 
one of the main reasons why manifold allegorical and symbolic connotations have been 
attributed to it—not only in the “realms” of literature and figurative art, but in all the great 
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mythologies and religions, in alchemy, divination and magical practices, in folklore as well 
as in everyday life. It is plain to see that actually, in Cary Wolfe’s words, “the ‘animal’ 
[…] is everywhere (including in the metaphors, similes, proverbs, and narratives we have 
relied on for centuries—millennia, even)” (“Human, All Too Human” 564). 

Turning our eyes towards philosophy and literature, we should also recall Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s revenge on that “great cleft produced in our human being by the repression 
of the animal and the living body” (Norris, Beasts of the Modern Imagination 3), as 
well as Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s thoughts on “becoming‑animal,” which 
could hardly be left out of any serious attempt at investigating our ways of relating, in 
the contemporary period, with the radical Other embodied by the Animal (which, in 
effect, resembles us all too much). 

In this context, the question “How does the nature of reading change in the face 
of this new object of study?” becomes central, and we can break it down into several 
interrogations:

°  How should traditional theoretical categories (such as the fantastic, the marvelous 
or fantasy) be reconsidered in relation to this new object of study?

°  How can the thematic approach be brought up to date, in accordance with the 
changes occurring in the nature of thought itself? 

°  How do the functions of intertextuality, parody and irony modify in such a context? 
°  How does the change of perspective on the category of “human” as such appear 

reflected in literary texts?

Perhaps it is no mere coincidence that many contemporary pieces of fiction seem 
to have been written with the authors’ intention of having them discussed from such a 
perspective. Suffice it to name two of the most famous: Sam Savage’s Firmin: Adventures 
from a Metropolitan Lowlife (2006) and Alessandro Boffa’s Sei una bestia, Viskovitz 
[You Are A Beast, Viskovitz] (1998).

A World of Talking Beasts and Human Animals 

In contemporary Romanian literature, a useful text for addressing such issues is 
undoubtedly George Bălăiţă’s novel, Lumea în două zile [The World in Two Days], 
published in 1975. Intertextuality seems to be the defining trait of this polyphonic, 
“hybrid composition, built like a bric‑à‑brac” (Manolescu 673)3, in which the reader can 
discover multi‑layered references to fairy tales and fantastic narratives, some of them 
recalling worlds populated by devils or talking beasts (Hoffmann’s work, The Life and 
Opinions of the Tomcat Murr, or Gogol’s short stories). But the writer’s ability to imagine 
non‑human ways‑of‑being in the world is splendidly illustrated by the insertion of a 
quite extraordinary episode—that in which two dogs have a conversation about writing 
a philosophical poem. The scene presents itself as a novel within the novel, transmuting 
the plot into the canine world, where Eromanga, Antipa’s bitch, and Argus, a brave and 
intelligent mastiff, confabulate on the topic of the schizoid impulses which canine beings 
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share with humans. And, as it usually happens in metafictions, they also talk about the 
composition of Mondo Cane, the poem which reproduces, at a smaller scale, the universe 
of the novel itself: 

My philosophical poem, Mondo Cane, is composed, as I told you before, of 
two sections: the first one, called Domestica, deals with calm, down‑to‑earth, 
reassuring, sometimes ridiculous matters, but safe and harmless, anyway; they 
are matters which any dog—be it the most miserable mongrel or the greatest 
mastiff—pursuits frenetically; it is undoubtedly the fear of uncertainty and solitude 
which pushes us in that direction. But what happens when we get there (if ever)? 
Here begins the second part of my poem: Infernalia. It deals with ambiguous, 
uncertain, gloomy, irrational things. I am not trying to make you think that dogs 
strive to find a warm shelter, a bowl of foodstuff and an acceptable master, only 
as a preparation for the moment they will set on a quest for the infinite shadows 
of the unpredictable. All I want to show is how these two impulses are at work at 
the same time and in the same being—and not just at work, but also in a relative 
equilibrium, which is precisely the fascinating peculiarity of our species. You 
yourself know, my precious Eromanga, that deep inside, even in the kindest of 
dogs, our forerunner, the wolf, is ever present, patiently lurking, his eyes half 
closed and a disdainful grin on his face, a grin whose secret trigger is love. Do 
you understand? (Bălăiţă, Lumea în două zile 74‑75)

It is not difficult to perceive the ironic accents of this episode: it actually encapsulates 
the whole novel, as some sort of parodic effigy (Manolescu 659). A farcical, ambiguous 
and fanciful mirror, intended to destabilize not only the relationship between high style 
and low style, between what’s serious and what’s comical, between the real and the 
imaginary, but also the distance between human and non‑human. The most significant 
aspect is not that Eromanga and Argus are presented here as anthropomorphised animals 
(just like in fables or fairy tales)4, but that they discuss precisely about writing a fictional 
text (Mondo cane) which would parallel the world of dogs and that of humans. Argus 
(whose name recalls that of the mythological character whose extraordinary visual 
apparatus made him an excellent watchman) is presented as a superhuman being, capable 
of reasoning and introspection, thus invalidating the theory that only humans can talk, 
write and reason. Actually, the whole novel is meant to question the postulates of the 
human as a category primarily founded on rational, logical and stable principles. Lumea 
în două zile and its human actors often seem depicted through the lens of a disdainful 
devil, focusing on what is instinctual and irrational in the human animals. For instance, 
when Antipa and Silvia Racliş meet in Papa Clem’s cigar shop, the first thing the man 
perceives is the blend of smells in the room: “The smell of Papa Clem’s cigar shop enters 
Antipa’s head through his open nostrils and his teeth‑shielded mouth, where a network 
of tubes and ducts originates” (Bălăiţă 219).

In this context, what becomes significant is the narrator’s emphasis on the corporeal 
and instinctual elements generally associated with the animal‑face(t) of the human 
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being—a facet which ultimately constitutes in itself a defining dimension of the human 
animal. It is obvious that the hero’s profile is constructed here precisely from this unusual 
angle. The filter of his sharp, unfailing senses turns Antipa into some sort of savage 
beast, able to perceive infinitesimal olfactory impulses, from “the smell of tobacco in 
the smell of plaster, in the smell of wood” (Bălăiţă 219), to the smell of mouse and cat, 
that penetrates “like dampness through a wall,” and, sharper still, the fragrance of the 
woman, filling the entire room. 

The woman, Silvia Racliş—a modern version of the archetypal witch—, is an 
extremely attractive and tantalizing young lady. Her charm and class testify to that 
ancestral mystery attributed to womanhood ever since the prehistoric phase of the species: 
“Her hair. Whooshing slowly, like a single heavy wave, on both sides of her face, in long, 
straight, silky strands. And all of a sudden, bursting from the armpits, tufts of short, 
dark grass, deeply rooted. Not sweat, but a sort of steam, smelling of amber. Hidden 
places” (Bălăiţă 222).

The powerful effect of such descriptions resides precisely in the writer’s ability to 
overturn the traditional fictional protocol by depicting—alongside marvelous heroes 
(talking beasts, like Eromanga, Argus or Murr)—human characters that function as 
de‑anthropomorphized actors or agents, revealing the authentic, albeit sometimes dark 
and irrational, nature of our species.

Fiction—The Exclusive Territory of Human‑Animals?

Although, as Margot Norris aptly pointed out, fiction has been chiefly the domain of 
human beings, even when non‑human animals “function both as tellers and protagonists 
of stories” (“The Human Animal in Fiction” 4), what seems particularly appealing 
in modernist and especially in postmodernist fiction is the manner in which human 
heroes are presented precisely in the process of becoming‑animal. It is, for instance, the 
case of Willard, the protagonist of the eponymous movie by Daniel Mann, discussed 
by Deleuze and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, where the process of the subject’s 
deterritorialization becomes essential. No longer occupying the realm of stability 
and identity, but rather that of a perpetual movement, the subject can only survive if 
pulverized in differences, melted into an amorphous legion and stripped of hegemonic 
pretentions. This is the paradox at the core of the unconventional solution proposed by 
Deleuze and Guattari, who believe in the “existence of a very special becoming‑animal, 
traversing human beings and sweeping them away, affecting the animal, no less than 
the human” (309).

What makes Lumea în două zile a particularly suitable object for a deconstructionist 
analysis is the fact that here, the human/non‑human relationship is obliquely questioned 
from both sides (on the one hand, by emphasizing Antipa’s “becoming‑animal”; on the 
other hand, by underlining the beasts’ miraculous “capabilities”). Ultimately, language 
itself becomes relative, de‑privileged, aware of its own limited power, while permanently 
trying to counter‑balance these limitations by playing with competing definitions for the 
same things. Paradoxically, the force of language is this very awareness of its incapacity 
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to deal with the reality (if any) of the world. As a matter of fact, the author’s remarkable 
intuition is that of realizing—before the Romanian postmodernist experiments of the 
’80s—that there is nothing beyond words, phrases and clichés. Reality does not exist 
outside the boundaries of discourse. 

It is no accident, in this context, that Argus, the dog‑scholar, comes up with the 
idea of writing a philosophical poem, and that other characters are also haunted by the 
monomania of turning facts into signs (for instance, Viziru, ex‑prosecutor in Dealu 
Ocna, reveals his undeniable literary vocation: in his hands, everything becomes 
discourse, written text, work of art). Irony has it that Viziru, an investigator of “real” 
circumstances, gradually loses all interest in gathering evidence, being seized instead by 
the odd, overwhelming ardor of transforming everything into words. Gradually, the facts 
are overlooked, because of the investigator’s increasing interest in displaying colorful 
details, sensations, interplays of signs, intertextual references and scholarly allusions: 
“And look, while writing this, I get this funny, irresistible urge to say everything about 
the house; I can feel it, I can see it; about those who have inhabited it and those that will 
inhabit it, about its smells and its walls” (Bălăiţă 82).

Similarly, Silvia Racliş and Antipa, after intense sexual intercourse, find another 
kind of pleasure in pondering over the impact and fascination of words. This is their 
way of counterbalancing their terror of nothingness and silence—or worse, their fear of 
a language emptied of meaning, deprived of its transitive function, de‑territorialized. 
Recalling the episode, Silvia will later come to reflect on the ambiguous physicality of 
words, resorting to—and rightfully so!—analogies with the zoological sphere:

I had never pondered on words before. Who thinks of words while talking? 
Words practically do not exist. Was he the one who made that remark? But […] at 
that moment I was merely looking at his words, as if they where some intelligent 
and sympathetic animals, such as dogs or dolphins. (Bălăiţă 335)

As for cats, their representative in Lumea în două zile is Murr—a dignified literary 
successor of Charles Perrault’s Puss in Boots—, appearing all of a sudden in front of 
Antipa, like Carroll’s Cheshire Cat, and addressing him polite questions on various 
topics. The conversation generates copious comical effects:

“Good evening, Professor,” the cat would welcome me (I could never 
understand why this drowsy yellow‑eyed rogue calls me “professor”). “Good 
evening,” I would answer, for actually I love having a little conversation with 
him once in a while. “Have you noticed, Professor, that we are the only ones still 
wearing fur coats? Hope you don’t mind my remark…” (Bălăiţă 180) 

Exercising Displacement (Instead of Conclusion)

In this (apparently) marvelous universe, where Argus writes philosophical poems 
and Eromanga sympathetically listens to his dissertations, the most spectacular aspect 
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resides in the writer’s ability to display multiple, often alternative or overlapping narrative 
voices and to harmonize them in a carnivalesque performance—a technique which 
implicitly invites to a reevaluation of categories such as the fantastic, the marvelous or 
the uncanny (Todorov) (though not that of the “human” per se, which seems unnecessary). 
The marvelous, for instance, unlike in fairy tales or fantasies, reveals its counterfeit, 
ambiguous, and therefore disturbing nature, being continuously undermined by ironic 
allusions, while the fantastic and the grotesque blend in various combinations and degrees. 
Even the border between human and non‑human becomes permeable, illustrating a 
postmodernist inclination towards breaking all kinds of conventions. Conventions are 
rejected precisely because they are supposed to foreground the relationship between 
fiction and reality, writing and life, biology and the supernatural. Brian McHale was 
right to point out that nowadays it is possible to speak of a “general diffusion of fantastic 
‘charge’ throughout postmodernist writing,” a displaced effect of the fantastic, persisting 
“wherever a dialogue springs up between different ontological realms or levels” (83). 
In this context, animality, as well as writing, might function as a useful exercise for 
displacing stable identities and configuring areas of proximity (zones de voisinage, in 
Deleuze and Guattari’s words), where impersonal forces are grasped and expressed. 

NOTES

1 Jacques Derrida agrees with Jeremy Bentham in saying that the right question is not “can they talk/ 
reason?”, but “can they suffer?” (qtd. in Wolfe, “Human, All Too Human…” 570).

2 In the same essay, Jacques Derrida also writes: “There is no animal in the general singular, separated from 
man by a single indivisible limit. We have to envisage the existence of ‘living creatures’ whose plurality 
cannot be assembled within the single figure of an animality that is simply opposed to humanity” (The 
Animal That Therefore I Am 47).

3 My translation. All subsequent translations are mine.
4 Needless to mention that this technique is not an absolute innovation (since fairy tales, fantasy novels 

and fables have been lavishly using it for centuries); in the particular case of Lumea în două zile, critics 
have insisted on the similarities with Cervantes’s short story The Dialogue of the Dogs, and with Gogol’s 
characters from Diary of a Madman (a work mentioned several times in George Bălăiţă’s novel), where 
two dogs (Medji and Fidèle) discuss in sarcastic terms about their masters.
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