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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Between the exploration and what it will teach me, between my movements 
and what I touch, there must exist some relationship by principle, some 

kinship [ . . .]. This can happen only if my hand[. . . } takes its place 
among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them, opens finally upon a 

tangible being of which it is also a part. 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Vi ible and the Invi ible. 

In thi the i I draw togeth r the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty with 

works of environmental literature to explore the question of nonhuman voice and agency 

in the context of ecocriticism, a field of literary theory that focu es on all aspects of the 

relation hip between human and nature. 1 In hi philosophy, Merleau-Ponty affirmed 

human embeddedne in the more-than-human world,2 u ing the resonant term "the 

Flesh" to describe both the incarnation of the human subject and the fabric of exi tence. 

His phenomenological investigation of embodied experience undermine mind/body and 

subject/object dualism in favor of a relation hip he de cribed as "ch.ia m' - an 

intertwining of our fie h with the flesh of the world, era ing the dichotomy of 

human/nature in favor of a common fabric or ti • ue of existence. Merleau-Ponty al o 

1 Cheryll Glotfelty, "Introd uction: Literary tudies in an Age of Environmental Crisis," Introduction, The 
Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in l iterary Ecology. eds. Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athen : 
The University of Georgia Press, 1996) xviii. 
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theorized that language i intertwined with and ha it root in the en uaJ life-world. In 

hi concept of "gestural language," Merleau-Ponty places words on a continuum with 

bodily gesture and includes the signing sy. terns of nonhuman agents within the realm of 

language. Thus, not only does Merleau-Ponty undermine the conceptual duali ms of 

mind/ body and human/nature, hi work al 'o suggests that through our bodies w are 

already in conversation with the more-than-human world that envelopes us. In drawing 

together Merleau-Ponty' philo ophical reflections with environmental literature, I hope 

to investigate the horizon opened by this dialogic relationship enacted between the 

embodied human subject and the more-than-human world, and to articulate an 

understanding of nonhuman agency and language made po sible by thi ontology. 

The writers I have chosen for thi conver ation - Sharon Old , Octavia Butler, 

and Ursula K. Le Guin - blend vivid description with ethical and philo ophical reflection 

about the human place in the more-than-human world. Through -poetry aod fiction, their 

works po e question about epi temology, nonhuman agency embodiment and the 

sacred. Each author undermine mind/body dual ism and articulates a new ontology, one 

in which the nonhuman finds space to emerge as a subject. In these texts, the nonhuman 

agent is communicative and ha a voice. The alien Oankali of Butler' Dawn p akin 

their own and human languages, and communicate through a literal chiasm of the flesh. 

The nonhuman agents of Olds's "The Underlife" and Le Guin " ewton's Sleep'' peak 

through movement, and the human characters learn how to listen to them. It is my hope 

2 Many thanks to David Abram for thi evocative phrase. 



that the dialogue between Merleau-Ponty and the e author will resonate with and enrich 

the reading of each offering vi ion of nonhuman agency and the intercorporeal 

conversation between human and nonhuman subjects.' 

In thi introduction, I provide a brief overview of the fields that have contributed 

3 

to and inspired thi exploration. This is a work of environmental humanities, combining 

the fields of ecocritici m, ecofeminism, and environmental philo ophy, as well a. insights 

from religiou studies. Within all of the e fields theorists address the Cartesian split 

between body and mind, and the nece ity of articulating a new ontology that collapses 

this primary dualism ·rnd the other that d rive from it. I integrate the question · of 

nonhuman agency and language from these fields with Merleau-Ponty's work and 

insights from the emerging field of eco-ph nomenology to uggest an interpretive 

framework for ecocriticism. In the context of the n nduali tic ontology offered by 

Merleau-Ponty's under tanding of the flesh, it is po ible to understand intersubjectivity 

as intercorporeality and this conversation between human and nonhuman as the ba is for 

reimagining the human place in the more-than-human world. 

ECOCRITJCISM 

Ecocriticism is a fairly new field within literary scholar hip. The first e ions on 

ecocriticism at the Modern Language A ociation (MLA) were held in 1988, 4 and in 

3 I u e the terms nonhuman and more-than-human interchangeably, but each term has a differenl emphasis. 
Nonhuman is used to indicalc specific agents or individuals, while more-than-human indicates the world in 
which humans are embedded (and therefore is inclusive of the human was we ll). 



• 

• 

• 

4 

1992 the Association for the Study of Literature and the Environment (ASLE) wa 

formed. 5 The emerging theoretical ba is of thi s ne w di cipline draws on literary th ory, 

philosophy of science, natural science, environmental ethic and philosophy , deep 

ecology, feminist theory and cultural tudies. This is an incomplete Ii t, intended to 

signify the wide and interdisciplinary nature of the field. Ecocriticism i not limited to 

the study of text that focu on nature. 6 Rather, it i a criti al hermeneutic for 

understandi ng the way in which the human place in the more-than-human world i • 

articul ated within literature, and the e thical implications of this conceptualization. 

Ecocritici m has sought to address the environmental cri is in a number of way , through 

raising awarene s promoting con ervation, articulating a ·ense of place in literature 

forming connection between natural science and literary tudy , and e lucidating the limits 

of humani sm.7 In addition to literary analysis , central concerns within ecocriticism 

include the question of intrinsic value of nonhuman nature, critiques of anthropoc ntri sm, 

4 Laurence Coupe, ed ., lntroduclion to Part IV, The Green. Studies Reader: From Romanticism to 
Ecocriticism ( ew York: Routl edge, 2000) by Coupe, 157. 

5 Glotfelty xviii . 

fi Scott Slov ic, "Ecocri tici sm: Containing Multitudes, Practi sing Doctrine," The Green. Studies Reader: 
From Romanticism to Ecocriticism, ed. Laurence Coupe ( ew York: Routledge, 2000) I 60-L. 

7 T.V. Recd "Toward an Envjronmental Justice Ecocri1icism,'' The Environmental Justice Reader: Politics, 
Poetics, and Pedagogy, eds. Jon i Adamson, Mei Mei vans. and Rachel tein , (Tue on: The University of 
Arizona Press, 2002) 148. 



criticism of gendered interpretation of the land cape, 8 and the concerns of 

environmental justice.9 

Environmental Ju tice 

Environmental justice i a political movement that grows out of both civil rights 

and environmental cone rns, focu ing on gra roots activi m against all forms of 

environmental racism. 10 The landscapes that concern environmental ju tice are 

frequently urban , in contrast to the wilderne '' focus of the traditional environmental 

movement. Among the populations impacted by environmental raci mare urban people 

of color, mjgrant workers, and Indigenous people . The concerns of environmental 

justice have served to critique the preoccupation of the main tream environmental 

movement with the landscapes and issues of white, middle-cla s population . The field 

of ecocriticism, paralleling deve.lopments in the environmental movement, is shifting 

from a focus on the canon of largely white and male "nature writers" to a more diverse 

and challenging s t of texts and concerns.'' In thi thesi , I seek to contribute to the 

growing field of environmental justice ecocritici m through integration of questions of 

8 See Louise H. Westling, The Green Breast of the New World: Landscape, Gender, and American Fiction 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996) and Annette Kolodny, The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as 
Experience and History in American life and letters (Chapel Hill: Univer ity of North Carolina Pre s, 
1975). 

9 Reed 148-9. 

10 Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein, eds., Introduction, The Environmental Justice Reader: 
Politics, Poetics, and Pedagogy (Tucson: The Univer ·ity of Arizona Pres , 2002) 4. 

ll Reed 145. 
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race, class, and gender in my analysis, and through the literary works I have chosen to 

bring into conversation. 

PHENOME OLOGY 

A the field of ecocriticism expands, there ha been a growing interest in the 

potential contributions of phenomenology.12 First arti culated by Edmund Hus er! in the 

early 1900 / 3 "[p]henomenology take its tarting point in a return to the 'things' or 

'matters' themselves, that is, the world as we experience it. " 14 Phenomenology 

6 

challenges the dua]i m of mind/body and immanent/tran cendent experience of reality as 

articulated by Descarte and carried through the philo phical tradjtion of both 

intellectualism and empiricism. 15 However, Husserl ma.intained the self as transcendental 

ego, separable from the body. 16 In contra t, his student Merleau-Ponty in ·i ted on the 

12 Example of this work include Loui ·e Westl ing ' •Virginia Woolf and the Fie h of the World" New 
Lite1wy History 30:4 (1999): 855-875 ; Leonard M. Scigaj , "Reveling in the Referential Flux: Involution 
and Merleau-Ponty's Flesh of the Visible in Pattian Rogers," Reading Under the Sign of Nature: New 
Essays in Ecocriticism, eds. John Tallmadge and Henry Harrington (Salt Lake City: Univers ity of Utah 
Press, 2000) 333-349; Laura Doyle ,"The Body Unbound : A Phenomenological Reading of the Political in 
A Room of One's Own," To the Lighthouse," Virginia Woolf: Out of Bounds, Selected Papers from the 
Tenth AnnuaJ Conference on Virginia Woolf, eds. Jess ica Berman and Jane Goodman (New York: Pace 
Unlver. ity Press, 200 I) .129-139; Ju tine Dymond , 'The Outsjde of Its Inside and the In ide of Its 
Out ide' : Phenomenology in To the Lighthouse," Virginia Woolf: Out of Bounds, Selected Papers from the 
Tenth Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf, eds. Jess ica Berman and Jane Goodman (New York: Pace 
University Press, 200 I) 140-4. 

13 David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Per ·eption and Language in a More-than-Human World (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1996) 35-6. 

14 Charles S. Brown and Ted Toadv ine, "Eco-Phenomenology: An Introduction," Eco-Phenomenology: 
Back to the Earth Itself, eds. Brown and Toadvine, SU Y Serie in Environmental Philo ophy and Ethics, 
(Albany: State Uni versity of ew York Press, 2003) xi. 

15 M.C. Dillon, Chapter One: "The Carte ian Ori gins of Empirici m and Inte ll ectualism," Merleau- Ponty's 
Ontology, Studie in Phenomenology and Existential Phil osophy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1988) 9-34. 

16 Abram Spell 45. 
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embodied mind, making the lived body the subject of experience in his earlier work ' 

including the Phenomenology of Perception, and developing this into the concept of "the 

Flesh" in The Visible and the Invisible. 17 

Merleau-Ponty 

In hi work M erleau-Ponty's Ontology, M.C. Dillon argues that through the 

course of his works The Phenomenology of Perception and The Visible and the Invisible, 

Merleau-Ponty advance two linked the e on epistemological and th other 

ontological: "[t]he epi temological thesis of the primacy of perception and its correlate, 

the ontological the i of the primacy of phenomena." 18 Merleau-Ponty' work can be 

understood as a critical response to the "Cartesian fallacy,'' .in which ab traction is 

accorded greater ontological authority than perceptual experience. 19 In contrast, Merleau­

Ponty offers an understanding of thought arising from primordial perceptual. experi nee 

and the body intertwined with the world in the "Ch.iasm" through the element of the 

"Flesh," rejecting the plit between mind and body. Merleau-Ponty's critique of 

Cartesian dualism and insights into the embodiment of mind are supported by the work of 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in cognitive Linguistics and phi lo ophy.20 Dillon write 

that Medeau-Ponty 's later work on the Fie h as expressed in his final work The Visible 

17 David Abram "Merleau-Ponty and the Voice of the Earth ," En vironmenzal Ethics 10 Summer 1988): 
l03, 109. 

18 Dillon 51. 

19 Dillon 50. 



and the Invisible, hold the potential to move phenomenology and all of Western 

philosophy) beyond thi splitting of reality .2' 

Flesh 

Merleau-Ponty's concepts of the Flesh and the Chiasm are complex and not fully 

8 

articulated, as Merleau-Ponty died while compo ing The Vi ·ible and the Invisible . In this 

thesis, I eek to highlight those aspects of hi philosophy that seem most significant in the 

context of ecocritici m, but this i by no means a complete or final interpretation. The 

concepts of Flesh, Chiasm, and related terms are still widely debated among cholar , 

and, a David Abram notes, Merleau-Ponty did not apply hi · emerging philosophy to the 

questions of nonhuman agency, subject]vity, or language. 

In Chapter 4 of The Visible and the In visible "The Intertwining - The Chia m," 

Merleau-Ponty speaks of the Fle h through a eries of negatives. The Fie hi not matter 

or spirit and does not fit the categor.ies of material or spiritual.22 Twice he tate that the 

Flesh ha no name in philo ophy.r It is a new way of thinking, and requires a new way 

of speaking. Merleau-Ponty therefore created a vocabulary to attempt to express these 

concept . 

20 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Philosophy in the F /esh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to 
Western Thought (New York: Basic Book , 1999) 4-5. 

21 Dillon 35 -7. 

22 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, Trans. Alphon o Lingis, Ed. Claude Lefort, 
Northwestern University Srudies in Phenomenology and Existential Philo ·ophy (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Pres, 196 )138- 139. 

23 Merleau-Ponty, VJ 139, 147. 



In seeking to understand what Merleau-Ponty mean by the fie h, this shift in hi 

vocabulary is ignificant. In the page of The Intertwining - The Chiasm," a re onant 

clu ter of words, images and metaphors emerges. Repeated words include "fabric," 

"element," "touch," "tangible,' 'ti sue," "thickness,'' and "depth ."24 The fie hi 'a sort 

of incarnate principle."25 In thi description , Merleau-Ponty employs ynaesthetic terms 

for the flesh, empha izing both touch and sight, and u e bodily metaphors, partjcularly 

tho e of connective ti ue. In the context of this new vocabulary, the fie h emerge as 

"an 'element' of Being' out of which we emerge and in which we are immersed, and 

through which we are connected to and in eparable from the more-than-human world.26 

As Abram describe it: "both the perceiving being and the perceived being are of the 

same stuff, that the perceiver and the perc ived are interdependent and in some ense 

even reversible aspect of a common animate element, or Fie h, that i at once both 

sensible and sensitive."21 

Merleau-Ponty draws on the language of sacramental theology to expre his 

understanding of the flesh. Word such a "flesh ,'' "body," "communion," and 

"incarnation" invoke the Euchari t - the ritual in Catholic practice where the acred and 

ordinary meet in the embodied act of eating bread and wine that is at the same time the 

body of Chri st. This analogy wa made explicit in The Phenomenology of Perception, in 

which he compare perception to the Euchari tic ritual: 

24 Merleau-Ponty, Chapter 4 "The Intertwining - The Chiasm " VI, 130-155. 

25 Merleau-Ponty VI 139. 

26 Merleau-Ponty, VI 139. 

9 



U]u t a the acrament not only ymbolize , in sensible pecies , an 
operation of Grace, but i also the real presence of God, which it causes to 
occupy a fragment of pace and communicates to those who eat of the 
con ecrated bread, provided that they are inwardly prepared in the ame 
way the sensible has not only a motor and vital significance, but is nothing 
other than a certain way of being in the world sugge ted to us from some 
point in space, and seized and acted upon by our body, provided that it i 
capable of doing so, so that sensation is literally a form of communion.28 

Thi language uggest an under tanding of the sacred by extending the language of 

sacrament from the ritual of the Eucharist to all aspects of embodied exi tence. There i 

no eparation for him between the sacred and profane, between matter and spirit. 

10 

Merleau-Ponty ' nonduali tic ontology permeates hi concept of the flesh. The 

human subject i not matter inhabited by an incorporeal soul, but rather, our subjectivity 

or entience is contiguous with the flesh of the world, and that flesh includes both visible 

and invisible dimensions. We are flesh that it elf- n ing, but our ability to perceive and 

to think is dependent upon, rather than independent from, our bodily existence. Our 

capacity for thought is not something that ontologically separates us from the world, 29 but 

rather, draw us back into the world through the chiasm: "every thought known to us 

occurs to a flesh. Once again , the fie h we are speaking of is not matter. It is the coiling 

over of the visible upon the seeing body, of the tangible upon the touching body[ .. .]."30 

In the chiasm, our sentient flesh folds back upon the flesh of the world in the act of 

27 Abram, Spell 67. Emphas is in original. 

28 Maurice Merleau-Ponty Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul , L962) 212. 

29 Dillon 106; Abram, Spell 47-9, and Chapter 3: ''The Fie h of Language" Spell 73-92. 

30 Merleau-Ponty, VI l 46. 
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perception . For Merleau-Ponty, our bodies ari e from and are embedded in the flesh of 

the world, and this chia mic relationship is the origin of thought, language, and the 

possibility of intersubjectivity.31 As David Abram explains: '[ ... ] thi ilent or wordless 

dance [i ] alway already going on - thi improvised duet between my animal body and 

the fluid , breathing landscape that it inhabits."32 

Chiasm and lntercorporeality 

In affirm ing the body as the site of knowledge, and the inseparability of body and 

world as flesh , Merleau-Ponty does not collap e the world into the self or vice versa. The 

chiasm is a "cri sscrossing"33 in which the human body-subject that i not identical to the 

world fold back on it and is able to perceive it. 34 It i by virtue of the difference or 

eparation of the body that experience and perception are po sib le. While the body i. the 

means of entry into the re lationship of perception , the thickness of the body also 

separates the human subject from the world: "at the same time that we are eparated from 

them by all the thickne of the look and of the body [ . .. ] it i not an obstacle between 

them, it is their means of communication."35 Ted Toadvine critiques the use of the 

metaphor of "kin hip-with-nature" and warns against coll.apsing the nonhuman world into 

31 Abram , Spell 44, 47 . 

32 Abram, Spell 53. 

33 Merleau-Ponty, VI 133. 

34 Douglas Low, Merleau-Ponty's Last Vision: A Proposal for the Completion of The Visible and the 
Invisible, Northwestern University Studies in Phenomenology and Existential Philo ophy (IL: 

orthwesrern University Pre s, 2000) 34. 

35 Merleau-Ponty, VI 135. 



the human through the concept of kin hip into a monism.~6 The communication or 

communion enabled through the flesh hould not be interpreted as identification, but 

rather experience that i made possible by difference. ·'7 

A fie h that i sentient and self-sensing we are able to enter into the fie h of the 

world through our bodies and thus into a relationship of inter ubjectivity. Dillon argues 

that "intercorporeality" is a more accurate term, "because the problem of other mind i 

12 

really a problem of other animate organi ms: at the mo t basic level , human communion 

i a communion of fie h and not a relation between i ·elated subjects."3 Merl au-Ponty 

writes that just a one hand touches another and feels itself touched and is both subject 

and object,39 thi rever ibility i possible between the human ubject and the things of the 

world by virtue of their joining through the fle h: 

Why would not the ynergy exi t among different organi ms , if it is 
po sible with in each? Their land cape. interweave[ ... ] this is possible as 
oon as we no longer make belongingness to one same 'consciousne ' the 

primordial definition of sensibility, and as soon as we rather understand it 
a the return of the vi ible upon itself, a carnal adherence of the sentient to 
the sensed and of the sensed to the sentient. [ . . . ] which, laterally , makes 
the organ of my body communicat and founds transitivity from one 
body to another.40 

6 Ted Toadvine, "The Primacy of Desire and its Ecological Cons quences," Eco-Phenomenology: Back to 
the Earth Itself, eds. Charles . Brown and Ted Toadvine, SUNY erie ' in Environmental Philo ·ophy and 
Ethics, (Albany: State Univer ity of New York Press, 2003) 139-40, l 49. 

37 Low 34. 

3 Dillon J 22. 

3~ Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: To,vard a Corporeal Feminism, Theorie of Representation and 
Difference (Bloomi ngton: Ind iana University Pres , 1994) IO I. 

40 Merleau-Ponty , VI 142-3. 



It eem to me that Merleau-Ponty's concept of intersubjectivity as the communion 

between bodie rather than sharing in human con ciou ness offer a way to enter into 

conver ation with nonhuman agent . In their work Eco-Phenomenology, Ted Toadvine 

and Charles S. Brown write: "[p]henomenology is set apart from other theoretical 

13 

method by its unique capacity for bringing to xpre ion, rather than ilenci ng, our 

relation hip with nature and the experience of value rooted in thi relation.' 41 

Phenomenology can contribute to a theoretical grounding for ecocritici m through it 

careful attention to lived experience, ground ing of knowledge in embodiment, and 

bringing to expre ion the discour e that exist between our bodies and the other bodie 

that inhabit the more-than-human worJd. The interweaving of the field of ecocritici m 

and eco-phenomenology has the potential to enrich and amplify both , and to provide an 

entry into a dialogic conversation with the more-than-human world. In Chapter 2, I will 

elaborate on the language of the nonhuman agent through Merleau-Ponty' concept of 

'gestural language,' and his exten ion of the idea of language as that which a Elizabeth 

Grosz writes, "gives voice to the world."42 

ECO FEMINISM 

The field of ecocritici m and Merleau-Ponty share a theoretical orientation away 

from reification and dualism toward an embracing of human embeddedness, or 

41 Brown and Toadvine xii. 

42 Grosz I 02. 
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incarnation, in the more-than-human wor.ld. Merleau-Ponty and the field of ecofeminism 

al o share thi critique of duali m deriving from Western philo ophical theological and 

scientific models . An area of feminist theory that has given particular attention to the 

linked conceptualization and oppression of women and nature, ecofernin i m has extended 

its concern to include all forms of oppr ssion. Thi field has in turn influenced the 

critical orientation of ecocriticism, creating a subfield of ecofeminist literary theory that 

draws on both ecocritici m and ecofeminism to articulate its critiques of Western view 

of nature and to suggest new possibilities for negoti ating the place of humanity in the 

more-than-human world. The critiques of ecofemini ·m link to and expand Merleau­

Ponty ' s contributions through its connection of dua li sm to issues of ju tice. 

In her work The Death of Nature , Carnlyn Merchant combines ecofemini t 

analy is with historical research to explore the root of the modern Western view of 

nature. Merchant argues that during the c ientific and indu trial revolutions of the early 

modern period the We tern worldview hi fted from conceptualizing nature as a living 

organism to that of nature as a machine. The increa ing domination and exploitation of 

nature was anctioned through this metaphoric hift as well as through the as ociation of 

nature with the fernale. 43 Humanity was increasingly distanced from nature, forming 

what Val Plumwood identifies as a series of " interrelated and mutually reinforcing' 

duali ms, including' culture/nature,' 'male/female " " ubject/object," and "self/o ther. 44 

43 Carolyn Merchant The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revolution ew York: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1980); ·ee in particular Chapter 7, "Dominion over Nature" 164-191. 

44 Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Feminism fo r Today (New York: Routledge, 1993) 
42-3. 
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According to thi viewpoint, the ystematic domination and ubordination of nature and 

women i thu enabled and supported by a conceptual framework that divide the world 

into oppositionaJ dualisms.45 

Significantly, it i during thi time that Rene De carte articulated hi 

understanding of mind/body dualism that influenced both the intellectual.ist and 

empiricist chools of philosophical thought.46 In hi s analysi of Merleau-Ponty' _ 

ontology, Dillon write that the mind/body pJit is deeply embedded in Western 

philosophy and culture, tracing back to b fore Plato.47 It is thi duali m that Merleau­

Ponty eeks to undermine in hi epi temology and ontology of the Fle h.48 Thu , both 

ecofeminism (and the related field within ecocritici m, ecofeminist literary theory) and 

Merleau-Ponty identify conceptual dualism and in particu lar, the mind/body split, a a 

fundamental problem in Western culture, and seek to offer alternative way of 

understanding human mbodirnent and the relation hip between humanity and the more­

than-human world. 

Ecofeminism al ·o makes the important contribution of linking thi hierarchical 

conceptual framework to the oppre sion of tho e human populations who are identified 

45 Rosemary Putnam Tong Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction (Colorado: Westview 
Press, 1998) 246. A lso ee Val Plum wood, Chapter 2 "Dualism: the Logic of Colonization," Feminism and 
the Mastery of Nature 4 l-68. 

46 Dillon Chapter 1 'The Cartesian Origins of Intellectualism and Empiricism," Merleau-Ponty's Ontology 
9-34; Merchant 202-5. 

47 Dillon 34. 

4ij Dillon 153-6. 
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with nature in the complex of oppo itional duah ms.49 People of color, Indigenous 

population , and rural and urban working communitie have been similarly exploited and 

oppre ed through thi system of hierarchical duali sm: 

[t]he category f nature i a field of multiple exclu ion and control, not 
only of non-humans, but of variou groups of humans and aspects of 
human life which are cast as nature. Thus racism, colonialism and sexism 
have drawn their conceptual trength from ca ting sexual , racial and ethnic 
difference as closer to the animal and the body constrned a a sphere of 
inferiority , as a les er form of humanity lacking the full measure of 
rationality or culture.50 

The analy e of ecocritici m and ecofemjnism therefore include not only is ues of 

nonhuman nature and gender but also of race and class oppression as it is expres ·ed 

through landscape of power. In thi way, ecofeminist literary theory offer link to the 

concerns of environmental justice. 

Ecofemini m' analy i of the linkage between devaluation of the body, the 

female, and people of color il1uminates an important con ·equence of Merleau-Ponty' 

work. Merleau-Ponty affirmed the body as the site of knowledge and a inseparable from 

the mind or spirit. He pecificaliy argued again t the mind/body split of Cartesiani m 

and critiqued the chools of intellectuali m and empirici m on this basis in both The 

Phenomenology of Perception and The Visible and the Invisible. Hi radically 

nondualistic ontology and correlated affirmation of embodied knowledge has, therefore, 

the potential to undermine the serie of cone ptual duali , ms identified by Plurnwood and 

49 Tong 246. 

50 Plumwood, Feminism 4. 
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other ecofemini t , and thus ha implication for environm ntal justice. Philosoph r 

Elizabeth Grosz note that "Merleau-Ponty ha. always een his work in opposition to and 

as an attempt to de ·tabi lize the tructure of binary oppo ition dominating so much of 

Western thought."5' Thi destabilization of binaries and articulation of nonduali t 

ontology underlies the literary anaJy i in thi thesis. In Chapter 4 "Tran gress ion, ' I 

seek to d · elop the connection between nonduali t ontology and environmental ju tice in 

my di cussion of Octavia Butler's work, Dawn. 

Eco.feminist Literary Theory 

Ecofeminj t literary theory build on thi critique of the interconnection of 

oppres ion in its analys is of text , with a particular intere t in language. Patrick Murphy 

has po, ed the important question of how we can Ii ten to and integrate the voice of the 

non-human into our texts: 

ju t as the elf enters into language and the use of parole, o too does the 
"other" enter in to language and have th potential, as doe any entity, to 
b come a ' peaking subject," al though centripetal tructure and cultural 
forces hinder such a realization. The implications of this "other" as 
speaking subject need to be conceptuaJized as incJuding more than human 
[ .. . ]. The pivotal que tion here will be the degre to which language i 
recognized a one type of ign y tern the degree to which vo lition i 
a urned a · a prerequi ite for becoming a peaking subject, and the degree 
to which the other speaking ubjects who do not u ·e the parole of human 
beings can " peak" in a ·ign system that can be under tood by humans.52 

51 Grosz 93 . 

52 Patrick D . Murphy, " Ground, Pi ot, Motion: Ecofemini t Theory Dialogic and Literary Practice ," 
Hypatia 6. I ( pring 199 I : 15 I. Emphasis in original. 
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In this passage, Murphy challenges many assumptions based in Western anthropocentric 

thinking, including the privileging of human language over other forms of 

communication, and the prerequisite of sentience and volition in granting the possibility 

of agency. The dialogical, communicative relationship proposed by M_urphy has ethical 

implications. It opens the possibility for the inclusion not only of the rights of nonhuman 

nature in human decision making - a type of thinking that can be critiqued as extentionist 

- but ca11s for the more radical move to listen and respond to the voice of nonhuman 

nature. Within extentionism, humans assign value to the nonhuman by virtue of its 

similarity to the human,53 and this ethical construct therefore retains an anthropogenic, if 

not anthropocentric, basis for ethical decision making.54 In contrast, listening to the voice 

of the nonhuman, and recognizing its agency and subjectivity, enables a transformation of 

the relationship between humans and nature to one of conversation, and thus provides a 

new basis for ethical thinking and decision making. 

Listening to the voice of the nonhuman also holds the potential to transform the 

human sense of self and humanity's place in the world. Val Plumwood calls this a 

"decentering" of the human subject.55 This transformation of the human sense of self and 

place in the world is shown in each of the works of literature discussed in this thesis. 

These authors do not turn to nature as a nostalgic escape from culture, but rather 

53 Val Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason , Environmental Philosophies 
(New York: Routledge, 2002) 167. 

54 Plum wood, Environmental Culture, 169; Cary Wolfe, Introduction, Zoontologies: The Question of the 
Animal (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press , 2003) xi-xii . (Wolfe uses the language of 
"human·ism" rather than "anthropocentrism"). 

55 Plumwood, Environmental Culture 169. 
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interrogate the chiasm of self/other, nature/culture, and matter/spirit to critique We tern 

anthropocentrism and articulate a nonduali tic ontology. Their portraits of human­

nonhuman interaction and mutual transformation exemplify what Val Plumwood call a 

"dialogical inter pecie ethics.' 56 In this analy. i , I have turned to the phenomenology of 

Medeau-Ponty as a theoretical ba i for the articu lation of human/nature intertwining, 

nonhuman subjecti vity and language and the undermining of hierarchical dualism 

through the articu lation of a nondualistic ontology. 

NONHUMAN AGENCY 

While Merleau-Ponty affirmed the intertwining of the body and the flesb of the 

world, he did not specifically advance a thesi of nonhuman agency.57 However, in the 

metamorpho is of Merleau-Ponty ' terminology from " lived-body" in The 

Phenomenology of Perception to "Flesh," in The Visible and the Invisible David Abram 

believe that "if we follow closely Merleau-Ponty's final writings we will begin to 

su pect that there are other sentient entities in the biosphere - indeed, that each specie , 

by virtue of its own carnal structure has its own unique sentience or 'chiasm' with the 

flesh of the world. 58 Abram acknowledges that although thi movement to includ the 

embodied subjectivity of animals was not accomplished in Merleau-Ponty 's final work 

(which was interrupted by hi death), fragment of the working notes refer to the need to 

56 Plum wood, Chapter 8: "Towards a Dialogical Interspec ies Ethics" 167-195. 

57 Westling, "Insurpas able Richnes of Being" A . ociation for the Study of Literature and the 
Environment- UK, Bretton Hall, Leeds University (SepLernber 2002) IS. 

58 Abram, "Voice" 112. Emphasis in original. 
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move beyond humanism, and to refu e ontologicaJ distinction between God, humanity, 

and the animal world.59 Abram speculates that Merleau-Ponty, as a "committed 

humanist," needed more time to work through the impl ications of hi own thought. 6() 

Merleau-Ponty s work gestures toward the possibility of nonhuman ubjectivity. 

In articulating the thesis of intersubjecbvitylintercorporeality and the body' ongoing 

conver ation with the perceptual world Merleau-Ponty u e the active voice.61 

According to Abram Merleau-Ponty's epist mology implicitly recognizes the world as 

anjmate through its understanding of perception as an ongoing reciprocity with the more­

than-human world. 62 Further, Abram extends Merleau-Ponty' concepts of flesh and 

chjasm a a framework for the ubjectivity of the more-than-human world: 

[e]ach of us in relation to the other, is both subject and object, sensible 
and sentient. Why, then, might this not also be the case in relation to 
another nonhuman entity [ ... ] why might not thi "rever ·ibility" of 
ubject and object extend to every entity that I xperience? Once I 

acknowledge that my own ntience, or ubjectivity, does not preclude my 
vi ible, tactile, objective existence for others, I find myself forced to 
acknowledge that any vi ible, tangible form that meets my gaze may also 
be an experiencing subject ensiti ve and respon ' i ve to the being around 
it and to me.63 

Abram argues therefore that extending Merleau-Ponty ' s work to include nonhuman 

agency j consonant with his thinking as revealed in The Vi ible and the Invisible and hi 

59 Abram, "Voice" 11 3. 

60 Abram, "Voice" 112-114. 

61 Abram , Spell 55-6. 

62 Abram, Spell 56. 

63 Abram, Spell 67 . Ernphasi in original. 
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working note .64 It i not possible to defend what M rleau-Ponty did not say. However, 

in the context of the emerging fields of ecocritici m and eco-phenomenology Merleau­

Ponty ' work holds the potential, as Abram argue , to extend our concept of ubjectivity 

to all other inhabitant of the world by redefining the location of subjectivity from the 

transcendent intellect to the fie h.65 Like Plumwood and Wolfe, Abram note. that this 

movement wiJl require a decentering of the human ubject through the acknowledgement 

that our carnal exi tence mean that we exist as obj ct for others, both human and 

nonhuman. In bringing Merleau-Ponty into conver ation with author who depict this 

kind of po t-humani t decentering of the human ubject, I hope to open a pace to li ten 

to the voice of the nonhuman world. 

The Question of Voice 

The que tion of the voice of the nonhuman world is a nascent one in th 

humanitie . In Chapter 2, I outline the ilencing of nature that occurred during the advent 

of modern sc ience and mechani t philo 'ophy. Caro lyn Merchant 's c lassic study, The 

Death of Nature de cribe ind tail thi hift in the ocial and cultural con truction of 

nature, and the capitali t and exploitative projects th new id ology of a deanimi tic, 

objectified world served . In The Spell of the Sensuous David Abram ob erves that being 

deaf to the voice of nature is p cifically a We tern cultural phenomenon.66 Due to 

64 Abram," oice" l 13. 

65 Abram, Spell 45-7. 

66 Abram, Spell 24-29. 
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historical and ideological forces, the nonhuman world ha been assumed within much of 

Western thought to be without subjectivity, agency, or voice. What the work of 

Merchant, Abram and others suggests i that the as umption that nature is without voice 

is a social and cultural construction. 

In this th sis I bring together ome of the many theorists who are eeking a way to 

li ten and respond to the voice of the nonhuman world, in oppo ition to tho 

con truction of knowledge that as ume nature i inert. Within this work the concept of 

voice is metaphorical, gesturing to a new way of under tanding and interacting with the 

nonhuman world a agent and ubject. Donna Haraway' post- tructurali t interrogation 

of the construction of scientific knowledge inhere say 'Situated Knowledge "caJls for a 

rethinking of the categories of subject and object in sc ientific research, an 

acknowledgement of the agency of objects (specifically, the nonhuman and the human 

body) , and a reconstruction of know.ledge a conver ation.67 The metaphor of knowledge 

as conversation uggests a destabilizing of the construction of the human subject and the 

animal object in favor of understanding the creation of knowledge as an encounter 

between subject .6 

Cary Wolfe notes that "[a) veritable explo ion of work in area u ha cognitive 

ethology and field ecology has called into question our ability to use the old saws of 

anthropocentri m (language, too] u e, the inheritance of cultural behavior , and o on) to 

67 Donna Haraway, Chapter 9 "Situated Knowledge : The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 
of Partial Perspective," Simians, Cyborg· and Women: the Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 
1991) 183-201. 

68 Haraway, Simians l97-8. 
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separate ourselves once and for all from animals [ .. .]."69 This movement of post­

human.ist theory is just emerging, and the concept of the "voice" of the nonhuman world 

is similarly nascent and undefined, as it involves a transformation in our a sumptions 

about the nonhuman and a reconstruction of our knowledge practices. In her propo al for 

a communicative interspecies ethics, Val Plumwood argues that we need to extend our 

understanding of communication beyond "the narrow sense of 'rational' verbal or 

symbolic discourse."70 Plumwood instead suggests that within a dialogical methodology, 

all others (human and nonhuman) need to be assumed to be "potentially 

communicative. "7 1 

The metaphor of the "voice" of the nonhuman world is emergent in the field of 

environmental literature as well. Literary texts have begun to portray the nonhuman as 

agent, and ecocritical theorists to call for a recognition and inclusion of the nonhuman 

voice into literary texts. Within this endeavor authors who tell these stories are also 

theorists. In the three literary texts discussed in this thesis, human characters seek to 

listen to the voice of the nonhuman and to enter into conversation, but do not claim 

knowledge of the nonhuman's subjectivity. Like the speaker in Sharon Olds's "The 

Underlife," Butler' s Lilith, and the coloni ts of Spes in Le Guin's "Newton ' s Sleep," we 

are just at the beginning of this conversation, and we do not even know the language we 

need to speak or how to hear this voice: this is an opening to a new way of thinking about 

69 Wolfe xi . 

70 Plumwood, Environmental Culture 189. 

7 1 Plumwood, Environmental Culture 190. 



the nonhuman. In this project, I hope to offer Merleau-Ponty's philosophy in 

conversation with these literary texts as one way of e lucidating the voice of the 

nonhuman. 

OVERVIEW 

24 

In this thesis I weave together three related strands of Merleau-Ponty's thought: 

flesh, gestural language, and intercorporeality. Ecocriticism seeks to elucidate the 

re lationship between humans and nature, and Merleau-Ponty' s focus on human 

incarnation in the world offers a rich understanding of the linkages, rather than dualisms, 

between human and nature, mind and body, and human and animal. 

In Chapter 2, I outline Merleau-Ponty's concept o f gestural language, and its 

potential contributions to ecocritic ism. Gestural language is embodied and makes 

possible a dialogic conversation with nonhuman agents, undermining the exclusive 

claims of humanity to language. Merleau-Ponty 's philosophy also offers a different 

ground for ethical reflection through the possibility of interspecies dialogue suggested by 

our kinship through the flesh and through the carnal phenomena of gestural language. 

This chiasmic relationship makes possible the project of listening, responding to, and 

being transformed by the nonhuman world. I use gestural language as an interpretive 

framework to understand how the 'voice' of the nonhuman is depicted in each work of 

environmental literature as called for by a series of ecocritical theorists and others in the 

environmental humanities. These movemen ts of listening, responding, and 

transformation are depicted in Olds's "The Underlife" (Chapter 3), which exemplifies 



and extends the relationship of chiasm and intersubjectivity between the human and 

more-than-human worlds as described by Merleau-Ponty. 
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Chapters 4 and 5 also depict this movement of response and transformation, and 

give insight into potential resistances to this process. In these chapters I explore the 

connections between Merleau-Ponty's undermining of mind/body dualism and the 

implications of this for issues of environmental justice. In conversation with Octavia 

Butler's Dawn, I seek to show that the nondualistic ontology articulated by Merleau­

Ponty not only undermfoes the dualism of mind and body, but also between human and 

nonhuman, and the conceptual structures that support the oppression of people of color 

through their association with a devalued or even demonized nature. Butler's novel also 

amplifies Merleau-Ponty's thinking through its complication of the chiasmic embrace 

between self and world, blurring the boundaries between species in ways that some of her 

human characters find menacing. Ursula K. Le Guin's story of utopia, environmental 

racism and the construction of scientific knowledge complete this exploration, and 

illuminates the complexity of the human/nature intertwining suggested by Merleau­

Ponty. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

VOICE 

We shall have to follow more closely this transition from the mute world to the 
speaking world. 

Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible. 

• At the center of Merleau-Ponty's philosophy is the living body in the life-world, 

flesh in the Flesh of the world.72 Merleau-Ponty offers an understanding of thought 

arising from primordial perceptual experience and the body intertwined with the world in 

the Chiasm through the element of the Flesh: "[t]ruth does not 'inhabit' only 'the inner 

man,' or more accurately, there is no inner man, man is in the world, and only in the 

world does he know himself."73 According to Merleau-Ponty, all of our knowledge is 

derived from and dependent upon the world: "[a]ll knowledge takes its place within the 

horizons opened up by perception ."74 Merleau-Ponty rejected the fundamental dualism of 

mind and body arising from the Cartesian tradition of Western philosophy, and extended 

his theory of embodiment to include the body of language, affirming the origins of 

language in the sensual life-world "[i]t is the error of the semantic philosophies to close 

72 Low 24. 

73 Merleau-Ponty, Preface, POP xi. 

74 Merleau-Ponty, POP 207. 
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up language as if it spoke only of itself: language lives only from silence; everything we 

cast to the others has germinated in this great mute land which we never leave."75 

Merleau-Ponty's philosophy of language breaks from deconstructionist theories that 

argue that signifier is arbitrarily related to what is signified, and remove both from all 

reference beyond themselves to the world. 76 Just as Merleau-Ponty offers a philosophy 

that moves beyond the dualisms of mind and body, he offers a non-dualistic 

understanding of language. This is an intriguing theory of language for the discipline of 

ecocriticism, which is centrally concerned with the relationship between the human and 

more-than-human worlds as expressed in language and literature. This understanding of 

language as carnal , gestural, and embedded in the life-world offers the possibility of 

entering into conversation with the more-than-human world through intercorporeal 

engagement. 

There has been far more written about Merleau-Ponty and language than can be 

included in this discussion. My exploration of Merleau-Ponty's understanding of the 

embodiment of language is specifically focused on the project of listening to and entering 

into conversation with the more-than-human world as a potential contribution to 

ecocritica] theory. I begin with Merleau-Ponty ' s understanding of gestural language as a 

signing system that includes both human and nonhuman languages from the chapter "The 

Body as Expression, and Speech" in The Phenomenology of Perception (1962). I then 

explore his concept of the chiasm of the body of language and the voice of the mute 

75 Merleau-Ponty, VI 126. 

76 Low 17-8, 26. 
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world a elaborated in The Visible and the lnvi ible (1964). I do not attempt to trace the 

evolution of Merleau-Ponty 's dialogue with and singular interpretation of Ferdinand de 

Sau sure's linguistic theory through The Pro e of the World and Signs.77 While MerJeau­

Ponty cho e not to complete The Prose of the World, element of this work were 

integrated into The Visible and the Invisible, which remained unfinished as well.78 Thus, 

unfortunately, Merleau-Ponty's philosophy of language remain in an unre olved form. 

In spite of its unfini hed state, Merleau-Ponty' phi losophy of language as gestural and 

intertwined with the more-than-human world op ns a way to elucidate the voice of the 

nonhuman. I therefore seek to follow the path of Merleau-Ponty's thought and to reflect 

on its ignificance a a means of constructing a dialogue with the nonhuman world for the 

discipline of ecocritici m. 

SILE CE 

In his essay "Nature and Si.lence" in The Ecocriticism Reader, Christopher Manes 

called for a post-humanist critici m that would be capable of under tanding the world as a 

speaking subject: "we must contemplate not on ly learning of a new ethics, but a new 

language free from the directionalitie of humani m, a language that incorporates a 

decentered, postmodern, post-humanist per pective."79 Manes explicitly connects this 

77 See Jame. Schmidt, Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Between Phenomenology and Structuralism Contemporary 
Social Theory, (London: Macmillan Publisher Ltd., 1985). 

78 Low 3-4. 

79 Christopher Mane , " ature and Silence,'' The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in literary Ecology, eds. 
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athens: The University of Georgia Pres , 1996) 17. 
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silencing of nature to , ocial practices. Drawing on Michel Foucault's analysis of power, 

reason, and the privileging of certain type of . peech, Mane, articulates the linkage 

between the i_lencing of nature in Western cu lture and the exploitation of the nonhuman 

world.80 

Manes attributes th is silencing of nature to the advent of literacy and more 

particularly to the Christian tradition of exegesi . Moving from an anagogical reading of 

the biblical text to an anagogical reading of the natural world , Christianity enclosed the 

more-than-human world within the metaphor of ' the book of nature.' In this 

hermeneutical framework, the thing of nature are reduced to "littera - igns that served 

as an occa ion for discovering the deeper realms of meaning underlying the forms of the 

physical world," 1 thus occasioning a split between $Urface and underlying reality, 

privileging transcendent interpretation over immanent experience. Rather than an 

animate world of agent and ubjects, the world became interpreted a the pa sive icon of 

a transcendent God. Manes aJ o link this trend to the Renai ance notion of the Great 

Chain of Being that placed humanity as the highest of earth ' life form , ontologically 

distinct from other creatures. 82 In pite of post-Darwinian scientific and evolutionary 

theory that under tand humanity a merely another specie thi privileging of human 

language and reason has continued into the present. This prejudicial thinking is evident 

80 Manes 16-17. 

81 Mane 19. Emphasis in ori ginal. 

82 Manes 20-21. 
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in strand of environmental ethic a well 3 - for example in the demand of sentience as a 

prerequi ite for moral consideration. 4 

In light of this history and the ongoing il encing of nature, Mane calls for the 

articulation of a new language that is capable of entering into dialogue with the 

nonhuman world. Manes regards Indigenous cultures, Deep Ecology, and the Western 

contemplative trad ition a po ible models for this discour e.85 This call for dialogue is 

issued repeatedly through the environmental humanities. A noted in Chapter 1, 

ecofemini t literary theori t Patrick Murphy al o calls for this recognition of the 

nonhuman as speaking subject, and for learning the parole of the nonhuman. 86 Karla 

Armbru ter echoe thi call in here ay ' Speaking fo r atur ." Like Mane , she 

highlight the inadequacy of tho e discourses that seek to peak for nature while failing to 

find a language to speak with nature, thus di playing the a . umption that nature i 

incapable of peaking for itself. 7 According to Armbruster, this failure i evident in 

areas from literary theory to environmental ethics and advocacy to Western science. 

Donna Haraway critique the discour e. of We tern science on the e ground a 

well. Calling for an understanding of knowledge as "conversation," Haraway argues that 

scientific re earch and knowledge must allow room for the agency of 'object , including 

83 Manes 2 1-24. 

4 Gary Varner, "Sentienli m," A Companion to En vir nme11tal Philosophy, ed . Dale Jamie on, Blackwell 
Companions to Philosophy, (MA: Blackwell Publishers, Ltd ., 2001) 192-203. 

85 Manes 24-6. 

86 Murphy, "Ground" 9. 

87 Karla Armbruster," peaking for Nature," Literature of Nature: An lntemationa/ Sourcebook, ed. Patrick 
D. Murphy (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers , 19 432-3. 
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"the agency of the world in knowledge" if it i to be "faithful" in it account of the 

world. 88 Haraway doe not limit her critiques to the practice of We tern science. While 

calling for a new practice that moves beyond the . ubject/object dualism of conventional 

scientific knowledge, he also cen ures those trands of ecofeminism that have rejected 

Western sc ientific knowledge.89 Although she recognizes the socially con tructed nature 

of all know.ledge, Haraway argue that We t rn cience still provides an .important 

knowledge of the nonhuman world, as long as Western scientific knowledge is not 

confu ed with absolute knowledge: "[f]emjnist have stakes in a succe or cience 

project that offers a more adequate, richer, better account of a world, in order to live in it 

well and in critical reflexive relation to our own as well as others' practice of 

domination [ ... ]."90 Thus Western scientific knowledge can play a vital role in learning 

to peak with the nonhuman world, provided that we are willing to recognize the agency 

of object in research. 

A noted in Chapter 1, in the field of environmental philosophy both David 

Abram and Val Plumwood call for a recognition of nonhuman agency and a new 

under tandiog of what might constitute the voice of the nonhuman. Both philosophers 

ugge t that thi recognition of nonhuman agency and the po sibility of dialogical 

conversation will require a new formulation of environmental ethic . All of these 

theori thus call for a new language (or lan 0 uage ) that will enable u to speak with the 

88 Haraway, Simians197-9. 

89 Haraway, Simians 186. 

9(J Haraway, Simians 1 7. 
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nonhuman world. Since thi po ibility has not been acknow ledged within the 

anthropocentrism of Western thought, we need to learn how to peak in thi parole. 

Although Mane , Armbruster, and Abram each celebrate the knowledges of Indigenous 

culture (and Haraway turns to the figure of Coyote to articulate her under tanding of the 

agency of the nonhuman world) attempts by non-Indigenous theorists to adopt this way 

of knowing as a model can stray into the dangerous territory of cultural appropriation and 

primitivist nostalgia. 

In seeking a language for di course with the nonhuman world, it eems to me that 

the place we need to look is the nonhuman world itself. It i the nonhuman world that 

may be able to teach u how to enter into conversation. According to Merleau-Ponty, 

since we are flesh in the Flesh of the world, our bodie allow us entry into under tanding 

of the world: " [b]etween the exploration and what it will tea h me between my 

movement and what I touch, there must exist some relationship by principle, some 

kinship[ ... ]. Thi can happen only if my hand [ .. . ] takes its place among the thing · it 

touche , is in a sense one of them, opens finally upon a tangible being of whjch it i al o 

a part. '.'91 This will require both an epistemo.logical and ontological92 humility from the 

human ubject. We mu t take our place among the thing of the world in orderto move 

out of our self-imposed isolation and into dialogical conversation. The phenomenology 

of Merleau-Ponty provides one parole - the parole of embodied perception - for thi 

conver ation. Moving into conversation with the nonhuman world thu opens the 

91 Merleau-Ponty, VI 13 

92 Manes 25. 



po ibility for a new ba i from which to formulate an environmental ethics - one that 

grows out of the experience of and dialogue with th more-than-human world.93 

The repeated u e of word and phra es like" iJence" "voice" "knowledge as 

conversation'" peaking with" eem to indicate a con ergen e in the e different 

disciplines - phenomenology, ecocritici . rn, feminist epistemology of c ience, 

ecofernini m - toward language a a metaphor for nonhuman agency and ubj ctivity, 
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and our groping toward dialogue with and knowledg of the more-than-human world. 

Merleau-Ponty's concepts of gestural language and intercorporeal communication offer a 

way to expand our under tanding of language o a to include other igning ·ystems, 

other paroles, within our concept of languages - and to begin to respond to, rath r than 

silence, the e voice . 

EXPRESSION 

In Chapter 6 "The Body a Expre ·ion, and Speech f his early work, The 

Phenomenology of Perception , Merleau-Ponty introduces the concept of gestmal 

language: 

it i not clear why my understanding of ge tures should for the mo t part 
be confined to human one . I do not 'under tand' the sexual pantomime 
of the dog , still le of the cockchafer or th praying manti . I do not even 
under tand the express ion of the emotion s in primitive people or in circle 
too unlike the ones in which I move. [ .. . ] The communication or 
compr hension of ge tures come about through the reciprocity of my 
intention and the ge tures of other , of my ge tures and intention 

93 A ram, Spell 69; Am1bru ter, 'Speaking for Nature" 432. 



discernible in the conduct of other people. It is as if the other person ' s 
intention inhabited my body and mine his . [ . . . ] The gesture presents itself 
to me as a question, bringing certain perceptible bits of the world to my 
notice, and inviting my concurrence in them. [ . .. ] It is through my body 
that I understand other people, just as it is through my body that I perceive 
' things .' 94 

In this passage, several important themes in Merleau-Ponty ' s philosophy of language 
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emerge: language is embodied; meaning is revealed in the process of communication; and 

the world is communicative. Finally, in this excerpt, Merleau-Ponty explicitly extends 

his understanding of gestural langt1age to include the signing systems of the animal 

world. 

In the project of learning to li sten to the voice of the nonhuman world, Merleau­

Ponty' s understanding of gestural language is illuminating. Gestural language is obscure 

if it is from another culture - the culture of another species, or the culture of a human 

population that is different from our own. Learning how to understand another's 

language is only revealed in process "through the reciprocity of my intentions and the 

gestures of others." As we seek to learn how to speak with the nonhuman world, we will 

learn through engagement, through what Haraway calls the process of knowledge as a 

conversation.95 

According to Merleau-Ponty, gestural language is not the sole property of 

humans. Instead, a human language, expressed in a unified gestalt through the body and 

through words, is one language is a world that communicates "[t]his disclosure of an 

94 Merleau-Ponty , POP 184-6. 

95 Haraway, Simians 198-9. 



immanent or incipient significance in the living body extend , as we shall ee, to the 

whole en ible world , and our gaze prompted by the exp rience of our own body, will 

di close on all other 'objects' the miracle of expre . ion. 96 Our under landing of the 

languages of other being is ba ed on our own bodily experience, and recognition of 

others' languages challenges the con truction of the nonhuman world a object. 

Similarly the human body is no longer an object, but a ubject of experience. We learn 
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through the experience of our bodie mbedded in the world how to Ii ten to and 

understand the ge -tural , embodied language of the world. When we eek to learn how to 

enter into dialogu with the nonhuman world, our guide i our flesh emb dded in the 

fie h of the world. 

With characteristic lucidity , David Abram summarizes Merleau-Ponty 's 

under tanding of the embodiment of language in Chapter 3 "The Flesh of Language" in 

his work The Spell of the Sensuous .91 Abram note that ge tural language i carnal 

fundamentally communicative and rooted in the ensual lifeworld .98 Abram identifie 

two important elements of this concept. Language, in Merleau-Ponty' understanding, 

cannot be under t od apart from it lived dimen ion that of peech (Merleau-Ponty 

adopt Sau ur ' t rm la parole to de ignate thi lived and active form of language99); 

and linguistic meaning is not arbitrarily related to word .100 This latter contention 

96 Merleau-Ponty, POP I 97. 

en Abram, Chapter 3,"The Flesh of Language," Spell 73-92. 

98 Abram Spell 74-5 . 

\19 Merleau-Ponty, VI 11 

im Abram, Spell 74-5. 



distinguishes Merleau-Ponty from the majority of contemporary (deconstructionist) 

literary theori t 10 1 and mainstream interpretations of Saussure. Most contemporary 

theory under tand • the relation hip of ign /signifier · words) to signified (concepts) as 

arbitrary. Signifier are understood to derive their mean.ing not from the world, but 

through a negative relationship to other s ignifiers. 

Merleau-Ponty , unsurprisingly , refu es thi s duali ·m of peech and language, 
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meaning and word , signifier and ignified. In The Phenomenology of Perception, the 

link between language and meaning, and between language and the body, is explicit. 

Speech is "one of the possible use of my body;" 102 it i not "the envelope and clothing of 

thought" 103 any more than the body is the clothing of th soul. Speech is the body of 

thought in the world. 104 

THE OICES OF SILE E 

This understanding was even more fully articu lated in The Visible and the 

Invisible. In this work, language i understood as the metamorphosis of meaning from 

the invi ible int the body of language. In The Visible and the Invisible Merleau-Ponty 

enters into an ext nd d comparison between the body and language. Language tructure 

meaning ju t as the body structure perception. Language is not uni vocal but is always 

1111 Abram, Spell 77. 

1112 Merleau-Ponty , POP 180. 

1113 Merleau-Ponty, POP 182. 

104 Merleau-Ponty, POP 182. 
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fluid and in proce _J05 Dougla Low describe this movement from embodied perception 

to speech a a series of three chfa m . The fir t i. the chiasm between the body and the 

world, which i the primordial ource of meaning. The second chiasm is between 

language and the peaker. 106 Pere ption , bodily ge ture, and word are meaningful 

gesture within the continuum of gestural language. 

The final chi a m i that between the word and it meaning. 107 M rleau-Ponly 

speaks of a common "nervure" in which speech is posse sed by ignification, and "does 

not peak of it, but peaks it, or peak according to it, or let it speak and be poken 

within me [ . . . )." 108 Speech forms a chiasm between language and thought, word and 

meaning: 109 '' [i]t i a though the vi ibili ty that an imates the en ible world were to 

emigrate not outside of every body, but into another le heavy, more tran parent body, 

as though it were to change fle h, abandoning the fie h of the body for that of language[ . 

. .]. " 110 Language i al o a body, a kind of fle, h, that passe between the meaning and la 

parole. 

In the final page of The Visible and the Invisible, M rleau-Ponty repeatedly 

refer to the idea of metamorphosis. 111 This metamorphosis " is always in virtue of the 

ws Low 92-3. 

io6 Low 34. 

107 Low 34. 

108 Merleau-Ponty, VI 118. Emphasis in ori ginal. 

109 Low 35. 

110 Merl eau-Ponty, VI 153. 

111 Mauro Carbo.ne, "The Thinking of the en ible," hiasms: Merleau-Ponty's Notion of the Flesh , ed . 
Fred Evans and Leonard Lawlor, S eries in Contemporary Continenta l Philo ophy (Albany: tate 
Univer ity of New York Pres , 2000) 121. 
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same fundamental phenomenon of reversibility which sustains both the mute perception 

and the speech and which manife t itself by an almost carnal existence of the idea, a 

well as by a sublimation of the flesh." 11 2 In thi description the three chia ms identified 

by Low are evident: the chiasm of body and world that give ri ·e to "mute perception;" 

the c.hiasm of speech and meaning; and the" ublimation" of the flesh of the world into 

the flesh of language. In the final line of the text, Merleau-Ponty writes that thi chiasm 

of language and the world are "two aspects of the revers ibility which is the uJtimate 

truth. 113 Thus the relationship between language and the world is as intimate as that of 

my two hand touching, and it is through this ch iasm of fie h and meaning that we gai n 

acces to knowledge of the worJd. 

In this series of chiasms it is the body '. Jived experience, the chiasm of the body 

and the world through the element of the Fle ·h, that is the ource of language and 

meaning. 114 Within thjs arne under tanding of Merleau-Ponty David Abram argue that: 

"[i]f language is born of our carnal participation in world that already speaks to us at the 

most immediate level of sensory experience, then language doe not belong to 

humankind but to the sensible world of which we are but a part." 115 It i with this thought 

that "The Intertwining - The Chia m" clo e : 

[i]n a sense the whole of philosophy, as Husserl 'ays, consists in restoring 
a power to signify, a birth of meaning, or a wild m aning, an expres ion of 
experience by experience, which in particular clarifies the pecial domain 

112 Merleau-Ponty, VI 155. 

113 Merieau-Ponty , VI l55 . 

114 Low 35. 

115 Abram, "Voice" J J 7. Emphasis in original. 



of language. And in a ense, as Valery aid, language is everything, since 
it i the voice of no one, since it is the very voice of the things the waves , 
and the fore t . 116 
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Our own speaking derives from the world and may even have the potential to articulate 

this "mute world." 117 Merleau-Ponty gives u an en try into this conver ation , and a way 

to theorize the relationship between language and the world. It is our flesh intertwined 

with the flesh of language and the fle h of the world that give us entry into conver ation 

with the nonhuman. 

"TO LET THEM SPEAK, TO LISTEN IN" 118 

The effective, present, ultimate and primary being, the thing it elf, are in 
principle apprehended in transparency through their perspectives, offer 
themselves therefore only to someone who wishes not to have them but to 
ee them, not to hold them as with forceps , or to immobilize them as under 

the objective of a micro cope, but to let them be and to witne to their 
continued being - to someone who therefore limit himself to giving them 
the hollow , the free pace they ask for in return, the resonance they 
require, who follows their own movement, who is [ . .. ] but a question 
consonant with the porous being which it question and from which it 
obtain not an answer, but a confirmation of it a toni hment. 119 

In The Visible and the Invisible , Merleau-Ponty began to create a new language and et of 

concepts to expre s what he had di covered through the chia m. In the above pas age he 

also sugge ts how we might enter into conver ation with the nonhuman, through 

116 Merleau-Ponty, VI 155. 

1J 7 Merleau-Ponty, Vf 155. 

118 Merleau-Ponty, VI 107. 

119 Merleau-Ponty, VI 101-2. Empha i in original. 
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opening a space in which the nonhuman can emerge as a speaking subject. We will learn 

only through entering into the style of being offered to us by the mute world. We need to 

accept that in the interrogation of perception, we are a que tion consonant with the world. 

We are flesh learning to sing; the things, the waves, and the forests teach us. Our 

language is "called forth by the voices of silence." 120 It is important to speak of voices of 

the more-than-human world: 

The predominance of vowels in one language, or of consonants in another, 
and constructional and syntactical systems, do not represent so many 
arbitrary conventions for the expression of one and the same idea, but 
several ways for the human body to sing the world's praises and in the last 
resort to Jive it. Hence the full meaning of a language is never translatable 
into another. 121 

This expresses the need noted by Christopher Manes for epistemological and ontological 

humility on the part of those of us who seek to understand the language of the more-than­

human world. Extending Merleau-Ponty ' s insights into human languages to other 

species, we can see that there are many languages, born out of the particular chiasm of 

the thing and the world, 122 just as myriad human cultures have evolved different 

languages. In this multivocal, dialogical world, any way in which we seek to learn the 

language of another being will be incomplete. They will always transcend our 

knowledges, whether cientific or linguistic. We will need many stories, and many ways 

of speaking. In the following chapters, I will apply Merleau-Ponty's concepts of gestural 

120 Merleau-Ponty , VI 126-7. 

121 Merleau-Ponty , POP 187. Emphasis in original. 

122 Abra,n , "Voice" J 12. 
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language and the chiasms of body and world, perception and language, and language and 

meaning as an ecocritical theory with the goal of listening to the voices of the more-than­

human world. As noted in Chapter 1, the intersubjectivity (intercorporeality) between 

human and nonhuman made possible through the chiasm of our flesh with the flesh of the 

world is our entry into conversation. With this understanding, attention to the gestural 

language of the nonhuman world can be understood as an invitation to dialogical 

conversation. In the following chapters, I seek to illuminate the ways in which Sharon 

Olds, Octavia Butler, and Ursula K. Le Guin enact this movement of creating a "hollow 

space" in their texts where the nonhuman finds room to emerge as agent and speaking 

subject. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

I VITATION 

The gesture presents itself' to me as a question, bringing certain perceptible bits of 
the world to my notice, and inviting my concurrence in them. [. . . ] It is through 

m body that I understand other people, just as it is through my body 
that I perceive 'things.' 

Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. 

A growing chorus within environmental studie and ecocritici rn ha called for 

the in~lusion of urban landscape in our understanding and imagination of nature and the 

wild. 123 This discourse seeks to expo. e and undermine the continuing nature/culture 

dualism enshrined within the dichotomization of wilderne • and city, explicitly linking 

thi cultura] con truction to the degradation of urban environment and environmental 

justice concerns. William Cronon articulates this cal l for recognition of nature in 

landscape beyond tho e that reflect the Romantic sublime in his well-known e say "The 

Trouble with Wilderness." In his argument, Cronon make the crucial connection 

between the cherish.ing of borne land capes and environmental degradation: 

123 Examples of this movement include Michael Bennett and Da id W. Teague, eds., The Nature of Cities: 
Ecocriticism and Urban Environments (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1990); Karla Armbruster 
and Kathleen R. Wnl lace, eds., Beyond Nature Writing: Expanding the Boundaries of E ocriticism, Under 
the Sign of Nature: Explorations in Ecocritici ·m, (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 200 l ); 
Lawrence Buell, Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture and Environment in the U.S. and 
Beyond (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard UniversiLy Press, 200 I); Joni Adamson, Mei Mei 



[i]f we set too high a tock on wildernes , too many other corner of the 
earth become le s than natural and too many other people become less 
than human thereby giving u permission not to care about their suffering 
or fate. [ ... ] Any way of looking at nature that encourages us to believe 
we are eparate from nature - as wilderne • te nd to do - i likely to 
reinforce environmentally irre pon ible behavior. 124 

Gary Snyder note that the "wildernes "preserved in public lands is fragmented: 

[b]ut wildne s is not li mited to the 2 percent formal wildernes area . 
Shifti ng ·cale , it is everywhere: ineradicable populations of fungi moss, 
mold yea t and such that urround and inhabit us. [ ... ] Exquisite 
complex beings in thei r energy webs inhabiting the fertile corner. of the 
urban world in accord with the rule of wild systems [ .. . ]. 125 
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Snyder thu call for the recognition of th wild in uburban and urban land capes, in th 

food we eat, and within the porou boundaries of the human body that i it elf an 

eco ystern . Both authors exemplify the call for redefinition of the concepts of natural and 

unnatural, for mo ement away from the dichotomization of wilderne and city, and a 

more nuanced and wide understanding of what i wi ld. 

In this e • ay I explore Sharon Olds's poem "The UnderJife" as an intersection of 

the urban wild, eco-phenomenology and nonhuman agency. As the poem peaker 

(referred to a Old for convenience' ake, though thi doe not imply an identification 

of the author with the speaker) journeys through the underworld of the ubway to the 

Evan and Rachel tein, ed ., The Environmental Justice Reader: Poliii s, Poetics, and Pedagog 
(Tue on : The Univer ity of Arizona Pre s 2002). 

124 WiUiam Cronon, "The Trouble with Wildernes ; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature," Uncommon 
Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in. Nature, ed. William Cronon ( ew York: W.W. Norton and Co. , 
1996) 84-87. 

125 Gary Snyder, The Practice of the Wild ( an Francisco : North Point Press, 1990) l 4- l S. 
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intimate space of her bed, she al o journey from a place of revulsion against to 

intersubjectivity with the nonhuman world. She recognizes the pre ence of the wild in 

the city and in her life (through the agent of a rat, a roach, and cancer) and move into a 

place of dialogue with the nonhuman world that speaks in gestural language. Sharon 

Old ' poem is important for the discour e of urban ecocritici ·m in its recognition of the 

nature in citie and of the wild that inhabit. our daily urban live : her transformational 

experience take place in the ubway and in an apartment, with the de pised elements of 

the wild that survive in cities - rats, roaches, and di ea e. Thi poem deliberately avoids 

cla ic nature writing tropes uch as the ublime, the pastoral or nature as teacher, 

rejecting the necessity of 'wilderness' for the exist nee and experience of wildness. 

This distinction between 'wild' and 'wilderne ' is al o ignificant in 

understanding Merleau-Ponty' concept of "brute" or "wild" being. 126 Merleau-Ponty's 

understanding of the mute, primordial, wild, brute being articu lated in The Visible and the 

Invisible 121 i not confined to wilderne s but is rather a statement about incarnate being 

that moves beyond cultural dualisms and i thus can be valuable in reinterpreting our 

relationship to the more-than-human world. Merl au-Ponty writes that we live in wild or 

brute being: 'This environment of brute existence and essence i not something 

my terious: we never quit it, we have no other environment." 128 We are joined to this 

brute existence through the element of the Flesh. It i through our bodies (fie h in the 

126 Merleau-Ponty, VJ I l 0. 

127 See Merleau-Ponty, Chapter 3, "Interrogation and Intuition."V/ I 05-129. 

12R Merleau-Ponty VJ 116-7. 
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Flesh of the world) that we are able to enter into conversation with things. Conversation 

and communicatjon clearly imply inter ubjectjvity; and a they are enacted by the body 

and the fie h of the work!, Dillon sugge ts that a better word might be intercorporeality 

( ee Chapter 1). 129 

It is important to note that Merleau-Ponty 's concept of the Flesh doe not imply a 

reduction to physicalism or matter. In his explication of Merleau-Ponty's conception of 

intersubjectivity, Dillon notes that inter ubjecti ity i ba ed in Merleau-Ponty' ontology 

that refu e both Carte ian solip ism and physicalist reductioni m: " [ ... ] the ontology 

that grants being only to mutually exclu ive domains of unextended thought and 

unthinking extension mu t be rejected , and that we mu t learn to understand that we are 

fle h." 130 Inter ubjectivity for Merleau-Ponty is based on the rejection of the 

fundamental duali m of Western thought (philosophical and theological) between matter 

and spirit, yet avoids monism through it recognition of the alterity of the other. 131 

In this paper I will seek to illuminate the nonhuman agency portrayed in Sharon 

Olds's poem "The Underlife" by bringing it into con er ation with Merleau-Ponty ' 

understanding of the intertwining of the Fle h and the mute world that speaks through the 

d ialectic of interrogation enacted by perception. 132 In eeking in understand how the wi ld 

is experienced in the city and how the body i it elf wild, I will draw on the 

phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty as a potential theory for understanding nonhuman 

i:z<J Dillon 122. 

l 3() Dillon 128. 

131 Dillon 166. 
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language as intercorporeaJity. In writing about the body's entry into the nonhuman world 

full of agents, subjectivities and presences, Merleau-Ponty does not turn to wi lderness 

landscapes or images of the sublime, but rather focuses on the discourse that always 

exists between the body and the world, a discourse not limited to specific places. rn 

In this conversation, Sharon Olds illuminates the connections between the 

ontological collapse of spirit/matter dualism with openness to nonhuman agency. 

Recognition of nonhuman agency entails sacrifice of the ideology of human 

exceptionalism, whether this is based in the archaic belief that only humans have souls, or 

the more recent privileging of human consciousness and language as the characteristics 

that supposedly di stinguish us from the nonhuman world. Merleau-Ponty's 

understanding of the corporeality of "gestural language" offers a way to begin 

conversation with nonhuman others who speak through different signing systems. As 

noted in Chapter 2, Merleau-Ponty explicitly extended his understanding of gestural 

language to include the nonhuman world. u4 

The nonhuman world has a gestural , embodied language that is on a continuum 

with human language. Throughout his last work, The Visible and the Invisible , in 

particular the chapter "Interrogation and Intuition," Merleau-Ponty refers to the "mute 

experience" 135 that underlies our speaking. This world speaks "for those who have ears to 

132 Merleau-Ponty, VI lOl-2. 

133 Abram, Spell 49-53 . 

134 Merleau-Ponty, POP 184. 

135 Merleau-Ponty, Vl 88 . 



47 

hear." 136 It j through the phenomenology of perception that we learn how to hear this 

mute world speak: the corporeal language of the world presents u with a question 

through its embodied gesture , or movements and we are invited to give them our 

attention, to move into perception as interrogation and conversation. It is through the 

body that we understand thjs corporeal language. Merleau-Ponty thus provides a way of 

understanding our conversation with the nonhuman world. We enter into the corporeal 

language of thi conversation through our bodies that are flesh in the Fle h of the world. 

A certain quality of attention is essential to intersubjectivity as described by 

Merleau-Ponty. Merleau-Ponty write that sensation i "a form of communion.' 137 In 

den e and evocative language, Merleau-Ponty write of perception as the openness of the 

body to the call of the world, as "sacrament," as "spell ," a an entering into a 

' ympathetic relation" with mystery through abandonment and surrender. 138 In 

perception, we mu t "find the reply to a que tion which i obscurely expre ed.'' 139 The 

question i "ob curely expressed" - expressed not in human language but in embodjed, 

gestural language. We are invited into the conver ation, and must find a way to incarnate 

our response through our bodie . Language is corporeal , and is an incarnate re pon e. 

Sharon Olds's poem, "The Underlife,' exemplifie thi quality of attention that draws the 

human subject into conversation with the nonhuman other as subject, as the speaker 

responds to the embodied expression of the nonhuman inhabitants of her poem. 

136 Merleau-Ponty VJ 155. 

137 Merleau-Ponty POP, 2 12. 

138 Merleau-Ponty , POP, 212-14. 
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MATTER AND SPIRIT 

Sharon Olds's work displays an ongoing effort to articula.te an embodied 

subjectivity. Her poems struggle with the questions of body and spirit, of matter and the 

sacred. In her poem, "This," Olds articulates a kind of manifesto for matter: "so this is 

who I am, this body/[ .. . ] if you/ want to know who I am, I am this , this." (17, 29-30Y 40 

This identification of herself with her body is the metaphysical ground from which Olds 

views the disintegration of her father's body by cancer in The Father, fifty-two poems 

narrating a journey toward death taken by the father and witnessed by his daughter. 

Throughout this work, Olds depicts her father's di seased body in concrete and exquisite 

detail. In the poems that narrate the moments of and fol lowing hi s death, Olds confronts 

the question of matter and spirit directly and repeatedly: 

[ ... ] he was 
alone - as if all we had cared about was hi s consciousness, 
this man who had so little consciousness, who was 
90% his body. I hated 
the way we were treating him like garbage, we would burn him, as if 
only the soul mattered. [ . .. ] (5-10)141 

In these lines are not only the question of matter and spirit, but of the devaluation of the 

body in the context of Western and Christian culture. Olds rejects the dualism of this 

tradition, and moves into a theological understanding based in her bodily experience. 

139 Merleau-Ponty, VJ 214. 

140 Sharon Olds, "This," The Gold Cell (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1987) 63 . Emphasis in original. 

141 Sharon Olds, "The Dead Body," The Father (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992) 39. 
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In these poem , Olds follow her identification of herself with her body ("I am 

this, this') with an identification of her father with his body. But this prove problematic: 

at the arne time that Olds identifies her father with his body, the dead body is and is not 

her father. While affirming the interweaving f body and oul, matter and spirit, Old 

refuse a reduction to physicaJism. Merleau-Ponty prov ides as language for this 

under tanding: he . peaks of the way that the vi , ible and invi ible di men ion of exi tence 

are intertwined in the element of the Flesh - and like Old he a ks: "[ .. . ] if our union 

with the body is sub ·tantial, how i it possible for us to experience in our elves a pure 

soul from which to accede to an absolute Spirit?' 142 The Flesh is not matter; it is not 

spirit· it is the intertwining of the vi ible and th invi ible, in which we and the world live 

and move and have our being. 

This tension, or paradox, of the intertwining of matter and spirit, vis ible and 

invisible, emerge in Old 's poem, "The Feeling ': 

and everyone else in the room bel ieved in the Christian God, 
they called my father the shell on the bed I was the 
[ ......... ......... ............................. .... . ] 
[ ... ] onJy one 
there to say goodbye to his body 
that was all he wa. [ ... ]. ( 12- 13, 15-17) 143 

In this poem, Old identifies herself with her father's body through her desire to honor 

this body in the midst of a religious y tern that dismisses it redefining the sacred 

through her experience. Olds portrays her ·elf as closer to a body without spiri t (in the 

142 Merleau-Ponty , POP 199. 

1~3 Olds, "The Feefo1gs," The Father 42. Emphasi in origi nal. 
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traditional theological sense) than to living humans who denigrate the flesh: her 

allegiance is to the matter of the world, undomesticated by theology. In the midst of 

death, Olds creates a set of rituals out of touch , crossing the boundary between the living 

and the dead with the bridge of matter. In "The Exact Moment of His Death,' she writes: 

I ran my hand slowly through the hair, 
lifted my fingers up through the grey 
waves of it, the unliving glistening 
matter of this world. (34-37) 144 

The language of waves and ocean reemerges in Olds's poem, "The Swimmer." 

Following her father's death (and cremation), Olds immerses herself in the ocean, feeling 

unified with the sea, God, and in some way her father: "I am like those elements my 

father turned into,/ smoke, bone, salt. [ .. . ]" (16-17). 145 Through the images of wave and 

elements in "The Exact Moment of His Death" and "The Swim1T1er," Olds emphasizes 

the carnal aspects of her father's existence, and overlaps this embodiment with the living 

world that surrounds both of them in life and in death. Through these images and her 

description of the process of witnessing her father's death , Olds is rethinking the 

relationship of flesh and spirit, and the human and more-than-human worlds, and moving 

beyond duali m to a place of connection through her incarnate existence. 

144 Olds, "The Exact Moment of His Death," The Father 36. 

145 Olds, "The Swimmer," The Father 56. 
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THE U DERLIFE 

In 'The nderlife,' Old moves further in the direction of this de ire for 

connection with the more-than-human world and with her father's existence after death. 

The poem i singular among her work and in the collection The Father. In this poem, 

Old explicitly portray nonhuman agency, and enter into dialogue with these agent . In 

the course of this dialogue, she confronts the aby that follows the death of the body. 

The poem doe not offer answer to the question of what i b yond thi death, but a new 

orientation that demands a different paradigm. There are two veFsion of this poem: the 

text I discuss he re wa included in Christopher Merrill s anthology, The Forgotten 

Language (1991 ) and originally published in The American Poetry Review (1989).146 A 

shorter version was included in Olds's collection, The Father ( 1992). While my 

di cus ion focu es on the longer ver. ion of thi poem (and all quotation and references 

are from the version included in The Forgotten. Language), I will also include the poem'· 

placement within The Father a it hed li ght on Olds s project. 

"The nderlife i. a narrative of the peaker's journey through the city on the 

subway - a journey through the underworld . At the beginning, Olds is alone and 

aJienated from her environment: "Waiting for the ubway, bad tation , no one near me, 

the/ walls dark and limy [ . . . ]." (1-2) The station ha swallowed her. In a 

phenomenological sen e, Old is responding to the built environment a an organism: the 

146 Sharon Olds, "The Underlife," The Forgotten Language: Contemporary Poets and Nature ed. 
Christopher Merrill (Salt Lake City: Peregrine Smith Books, 1991) 117. All quotations of "The Underlife" 
are from th is source. 
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city is alive, but potentially malevolent. There may al o be a biblical allu ion within thi 

image: Old , like the reluctant prophet Jonah , ha been swallowed by the force of chao 

per onified by Leviathan , the whale. This al lusion is reinforced later, when Olds 

remember that way that"[ . . . ] wind rippl water in the/ upp r world of light[ ... ]" (10-

11); it seem that he is in an underworld. This image of wind and water link to the 

imagery of 'The Swimmer," where the peaker is ubmerged in the horizon of th ocean. 

In "The Swimmer,' the ocean i identified with God and fecundity; in this earlier poem, 

the images are closer to the watery chaos that precedes the act of creation. Invoking 

Leviathan aJ o bring the pirit of the White Whale into the poem, and the ec tasie of 

desire and revulsion described in Herman Melville ' voluptuous work. 

Old repeat the word "waiting ' twice in the first two lines of the poem, but what 

emerges is not the subway but a rat. At fir t Olds i unable to recognize what he i 

seeing: 

[ . . . ] I look down 
[ .. ............. .. ....... .. ........... ] 
and see a ection of grey rail de-
tach .it elf and move along the packed ilt 
floor of the pit [ ... ]. (3-7) 

Thi i nonhuman language: it i the ge ture that"[ . . . ] present itself to me a a question , 

bringing certain perceptible bit of the world to my notice ( .. .)." 147 The disjunction of 

the word "detach" emphasize the radical break in p r pective experienced by the 

narrator: the rat only comes into the foreground when she give it her attention . This 

147 Medeau-Ponty, POP 185. 
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recalls the participatory nature of experience empha ized by phenomenology: the 

participation of the seer in what is een. Olds relinquishes her preconceived ideas about 

the world in order to move into a primordial pre-reflective perceptual relation hip. The 

perceptual confusion further blur the boundaries between natural and unnatural begun in 

the first lines. Th built environment and organism are not clearly delineated; they merge 

and disappear into one another. 

There i an implicit que tion of why this i "[ . .. ] the fir t rat I have/ een on the 

subway in twenty years[ ... )" (7-8) as it seems likely rats always inhabited this place. 

Something ha o curred in her life that opens her to the awareness of thi presence in the 

city; later in the poem, the trauma of her father s death move to the foreground, pos ibly 

exp]aining this shift in perspective. The inclusion of the poem in The Father also seems 

to imply th.e impulse for this new opennes : the shock of his death has opened her to new 

question about boundarie , including perhaps the boundary between matter and pirit 

life and death, as well as between nonhuman and human, nature and culture, the city and 

the wild. Thi poem is a journey through the underwor.ld of the city, but in the pit she 

finds not death and di embodied p.irit but the living wild, the Lebenswelt. 

William Rossi notes that "The Underlife' exempli fies a recurring theme in 

environmental literature: "[t]he wild as 'other' -- unfathomably different, even repellent; 

yet mysteriou ly fa cinating [ ... ]." 14 In this poem, the peaker expresse the e 

conflicting response through the ge tural language of her body.- A he looks into the pit 

14R William Rossi, "Overview of Environmental Themes and Form ," English 469/569: Studie • in American 
Environmental Imagi nati on University of Oregon (Fa ll 2000). 
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and encounters the rat, she is run over not by a train but by a shudder"[ ... ]as/ naturaIJy 

as wind ripples water in the/ upper world of light[ . . .]." (9- l I) The word play of 

"naturally" highlights her socially constructed response to the rat. But the speaker enters 

into the interaction, rather than withdrawing: she leans forward to look more clo ely at 

the rat that both repels and attracts her. The speaker thus begins to respond to the mute 

world's silent invitation: first recognizing its existence through its movement, then 

engaging more fully in a participatory relationship of attention . This engagement leads to 

the possibility of being changed by the wild, and ev idences the possibility of the agency 

of the nonhuman world to break through the social construction of nature as inert and 

silent. 

In her description of the rat, the speaker's growing attraction is evident: she 

describes the rat in luminous terms - "silvery," "dark light," "translucent"(18, 20, 21)­

observing it with natura list attention and detail. As Olds gives her attention to the rat it 

offers light in the darkness of the subway. She recognizes that in the context of the city, 

this wild creature that has adapted itself to the built environment is " wi ld-life" ( 13). This 

wild life opens a way for her to glimpse what Merleau-Ponty calls the wild or brute being 

in which she has her own existence. 

bed: 

Olds's next encounter is with a cockroach that invades the intimate space of her 

[ ... ] a part of the amber 
pattern on the sheet detaches itself and 
moves as if a tiny bit of the 
earth' s crust were moving[ . .. ] (27-30) 
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Old repeat the same words and perceptual blurring he earlier employed to describe the 

rat's emergence from the ubway rail: the cockroach is hidden from her sight, 

camouflaged by the sheet's pattern, but comes to her awarene s through its movement. 

Like the rat, the cockroach is de cribed in language that illuminates it: the cockroach is 

"amber," translucent, the color of ancient life crystalli zed. She is again revolted, and 

instinctually reacts to this intrusion by the wild with her own gestural language, fir t 

slapping and then shouting at the roach. In "Good, Wild, Sacred," Gary Snyder writes 

"[t]he wild that keeps flying, creeping, burrowing in - is sheer frustration." 149 Snyder is 

peaking about agriculture; Sharon Old brings this dynamic to urban consciou ·ne s in a 

visceral way. 

Throughout 'The Underlife the e images of movement and hifting ground as 

well as references to the ruins of cities and civiJizations, ge ture toward the 

destabilization of the human subject. The familiar landscape of the city is experienced a 

di orienting: the boundaries of 'natural ' and ' unnatural' blur, and what is first perceived 

as inert is revealed as alive. The movement of the cockroach is compared to the 

movement of the earth' cru t - an earthquake. Thi earthquake seem to encompass 

both the death of Old ' father and al o a ·hift in the conceptual framework of 

anthropocentrism, which assumes a land cape of inert objects. As the speaker travels 

through the city and into her home environment, the wild both destabilizes 

anthropocentric assumptions and breaks into her isolation. 

149 Snyder 79. 
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The metaphor of movement also ill uminates the speaker' s shift from isolation to 

intersubjectivity, and she turns to the rat and the roach and engages in dialogue: 

Christ you guys, I address these bea, ts, I 
know about the dark floor of life shifting ! 
I watched the cancer take my father and 
alter him so he did not fit the 
space he was set in, I saw that cancer 
wiggle him like a bad tooth and 
fi naJly tear him out of the picture so I 
saw the blank behind him [ ... ] ! (35-42) 

This movement into dialogue is a radical shift on the part of the speaker, a recogn ition of 

the subjectivity of the nonhuman world. She responds to something they do not say but 

she nevertheless hears: the voice of Merleau-Ponty's mute world. In a place in her life 

when she believed herself most isolated, the wild intrudes. The implication, in her 

images of the merging of rai l and rat, sheet and cockroach, is that the wild is always 

present, beneath the surface of her vision. In descending to the underworld she has 

encountered a new depth. She speaks to them in her language; in the final lines of the 

poem, they speak to her in their language, the corporeal language of movement. 

[ ... ] And the 
roach and the rat turn to me with that 
swivelling turn of natural animals and they 
say to me, We are not educators, 
we come to you from him, to bring you his love. (42-46) 

The conversation between the narrator and the rat and roach is not in quotation marks: it 

is not set off from the other embodied enactments of the dialogue between the narrator's 

body and the world. Language is not exclusively human: it is embodied in " the 
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swivelling turn of natural animals." Gesture is the body's dialogue, and reveal 

intersubjectivity: the world perceives her, as she does the world. 
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Olds avoids a conventional resolution to this poem. Nature is not the sublime or 

transcendental teacher. Her horror at the wild is not refined into a lesson ("we are not 

educators," warn the wild beings). The cancer that killed her father is also the wild, and 

remains incomprehensible. When she speaks to the animals, it is about the cancer which, 

with its own agency, has altered her father and torn him out of her life. Olds turns to these 

animals for understanding of how to live in the ruins of her life, as they have learned how 

to survive in the ruins of the city. The animals refuse her unspoken question. Instead 

they offer, through her recognition of their subjecti vity, the possibi lity of communion. 

The relationship of flesh and spirit, and the question of the soul' s existence after 

death, is the unarticulated question that pervades "The Underlife." Christ is named twice 

in the final lines of the poem, but is not the answer to this unspoken question. Instead, 

invoking the sacramental nature of the Flesh, she addresses the rat and roach as Christ 

("Christ you guys, I address these beasts"). The speaker begins the poem in a "bad 

station, no one near me" and ends in the intimate space of her bed with two companions: 

the rat and the roach, the omnipresent wild of the urban landscape. Thus, although her 

questions are not answered, she is no longer alone. As in "The Swimmer," where the 

speaker feels herself joined to her father's afterlife through the element of the sea, she is 

drawn once again into communion with her father through the more-than-human world. 

There is no promise that her father ex ists as a disembodied spirit after death. But there is 

a promise of finding a way to live with this loss. 
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The poems in The Father de cribe the effects of the cancer in detail , giving a 

en e of both fa cination and revulsion with the proces of death. As readers we have 

witnessed the speaker's journey from revul ion to fa cination to intersubjectivity with the 

other in the poem, and it seems that a imilar journey i possibJe with cancer. Cancer is 

the wild; it is both elf and other, a chiasm. 150 The fie h that we are in brute being is no't 

only matter, and is not devoid of pirit but is not pure oul. We are flesh of it Flesh in a 

union that is not di olved by death. We remain fle h in the Flesh of the world . 

15° Cathy Peppers, "Dialogic Origins and Alien Identities in Butler' s Xenogenesis," Science-Fiction Studies 
22 (1995): 53 . 
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CHAPTER 4: 

METAMORPHOSIS 

We have found beneath the objective and detached knowledge of the body that other 
knowledge which we have of it in virtue of its always being with us and of the fact that we 

are our body. In the same way we shall need to reawaken our experience of the 
world[. .. } by thus remaking contact with the body and with the world, we shall also 

rediscover ourself 

Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. 

Viewed within the body of environmental literature, science fiction makes the 

disquieting contribution of imagining "the endless variety of ways in which life on earth 

can be destroyed," observes Noel Gaugh. 151 Science or speculative fiction also makes a 

unique contribution in its reimagination of the relationship between humanity and the 

divine or sacred. In the universes of science fiction, populated by a variety of sentient 

beings, speculation about the nature of the divine, immortality, and spirit abound. In her 

essay '"We Are All Kin': Relatedness, Mortality, and the Paradox of Human 

Immortality," Judith Lee argues that speculative fiction asks questions similar to those 

posed within theology. Lee suggest that unlike theology, however, speculative fiction is 

151 Noel Gough, "Playing with Wor(l)ds: Science Fiction as Environmental Literature," Literature of Nature 
Sourcebook, ed. Patrick D. Murphy (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers , .1998) 410. 
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not restrained by doctrine, and is therefore freer to encompass ambivalence. 152 According 

to Lee, Western monotheistic traditions posit an eternal, unchanging God and an 

immortal human soul as the basis for understanding the ontology of creation , while 

speculative fiction imagines a variety of dynamic relationships between matter and 

spirit. 153 One of these is what she calls a '" bodily spirituality '" which reimagines 

connections between the body and traditional theological spheres. 154 

Octavia Butler's science fiction exemplifies these imaginaries. Butler repeatedly 

creates apocalyptic scenarios in her novels, destroying life on earth as we know it and 

recreating the relationships between mind and body, nature and technology, and 

humanity, matter, and the divine. Her work explores epistemological issues and the 

boundaries between mind and body through the themes of telepathy, empathy, and 

embodied ways of knowing. Throughout her work, But1er returns to the theme of 

acquisition of knowledge through perception and boundary transgression. In her early 

novel, Wild Seed (1980), the telepathic , immortal Anyanwu shape shifts, entering into the 

bodies and to some extent minds of animals, gaining knowledge of their evolutionary 

history and present life through her reincarnations. 155 In her most recent works Parable 

152 Judith Lee, "'We Are All Kin ': Relatedness, Mortality, and the Paradox of Human Immortality," 
Immortal Engines: Life Extension and Immortality in Science Fiction and Fantasy, eds. George Slusser, 
Gary Westfahl , and Eric S. Rabkin (Athens: The Univer ity of Georgia Press, l 996) 177. 

153 Lee 171. 

154 Lee 171. 

155 Octavia E. Butler, Wild Seed (New York: Warner Books, Inc. , I 980) 73-4, 79-87 . 
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of the Sower (1993) 156 and Parable of the Talents (1998) , 157 the narrator and several other 

characters are afflicted with "hyperempathy syndrome," causing them to share perceived 

pain and pleasure with others. 158 Butler violates gender and species boundaries in her 

imagination of symbiosis and reproduction in contexts where the human subject is no 

longer dominant in physical or theological terms. She also engages with environmental , 

scientific and political issues, embracing scientific knowledge while extending the 

possibilities for gaining knowledge beyond science. While she accepts Western scientific 

knowledge as a valid and important way of knowing, it is only one of the myriad 

epistemological possibilities in her worlds. Each of these themes - epistemology and 

embodied knowledges , the transgression of boundaries between self/other, 

human/nonhuman , and male/female in the process of symbiotic change - emerges in 

Dawn (1987), the first novel of her Xenogenesis series, and the focus of my discussion in 

this chapter. 159 

KNOWLEDGE 

In all of her fiction, Butler demands attention to issues of gender, race, and 

justice. One of the earliest (and still one of the few) African American writers of science 

fiction, her work explores present and near-future worlds informed by her location as an 

African American woman from urban Southern California. In contrast to nearly al l 

156 Butler, Parable of the So wer (New York: Warner Books, Inc, 1993). 

157 Butler, Parable of the Talents (New York: Seven Stories Press, 1998). 

158 Butler, Sower 9. 



science fiction, Butler' cast of characters i consistently multi-racial. There is no 

unmarked 'white ' category in Butler's work, 160 whereas in mo t science fiction (and 

environmental literature or 'nature writing') thi. is the norm. Butler's fiction eschews 

utopia , requiring in t ad that the problem of racism, exi m, and pecie ism be 

included .in both cience fiction and environmental discour e . 161 Butler frequently 

62 

depict variation on enslavement from explicitly placing her African and African 

American characters in the context of U.S. slavery (Wild Seed and Kindred162), to 21 s1 

century debt slavery (Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents) to exploration of 

forced reproduction ("Bloodchild"163 and Dawn) that echo African American worn n' 

experience under Ia very (and tho e of women under colonization throughout hi tory). 

By implication, Butler' work chaJlenges the privileged/unmarked white and male 

subjectivity that dominates both cience fiction and environmental literary tudy. 

Butler fiction al o challenge the desire to return to a pre-Edenic, unfalJen state that 

characterizes some environmental literature and philosophy (e .g., the desire for a return 

to Paleolithic, pre-agricultural ociety). Donna Haraway call Butler a theori t for 

159 Butler, Dawn ( ew Y rk: Warner Books, 1987). 

160 Donna Haraway, Primate Visions: Gender, Race and Nature in the World of Modern Science, (New 
York: Routledge, 1989) 381. 

161 Michelle Erica Green, "There Goe the eighborhood: Octa ia Butler's Demand for Diversity in 
Utopias," Utopian and Science Fiction by Women: Worlds of Difference, eds. Jane L. Donawerth and Carol 
A. Kolmerten (Syracuse: Syracuse Univer, ity Press, I 994) 168-9. 

162 Butler, Kindred (Boston: Beacon Pres , 1979). 

163 Butler "Bloodchild,' Bloodchild and Other Stories ( ew York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 1995) l-
32. 
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cyborgs, 164 and argues that "[c]yborg writing must not be about the Fall, the imagination 

of a once-upon-a-time wholene before language, before writing, before Man." 165 

Butler's focu on corporeality and bodily intelligence expresse and reimagines 

conceptual links between women, animals, nature and race. 166 Stacy Alaimo note that 

the body had been coded as female by Western culture, and thus "[t]he body is a crucial 

sjte for conte tation and transformation, preci ely because id ologies of the body ha e 

been complicit in the degradation of people of color, women, and nature." 167 In her 

insightful analy is "'Skin Dreaming,"' Alaimo describe the way in which in the context 

of evolutionary theory and Social Darwinism, racism is evidenced in the concept of the 

'lower races.' Europeans interpo ed the ' lower race ' between themselve and animal , 

and white women inserted women of color between them elve and nature in order to 

displace corporeality onto the bodie of women of color - most clearly on African and 

African American women in the institution of la very. 168 

In Butler's novels, this corporeality i. reclaimed as a site of inte.lligence by 

African American women protagoni t .169 In Dawn, Lilith ' willingnes to embrace a 

chiasmic relationship with the Oankali and to recognize herself on a species continuum is 

164 Haraway, Simians l 73. 

165 Haraway, Simians l75. 

166 Stacy Alaimo, "'Skin Dreaming ': The Bodi ly Trangre ions of Fielding Burke, Octavia Butler, and 
Linda Hogan," Ecofeminist literary Criticism: Theory, Interpretation, Pedagogy, eds. Greta Gaard and 
Patrick D. Murphy (Chicago: University of lllinoi Press, 1998) l 26. 

167 Alaimo, "Skin Dream ing" l36. 

168 Alaimo, "Skin Dreaming" 124. 

169 Alaimo "Skin Dream ing 123. 



a ource of re ilience and adaptability. In her reim agination and revaluation of 

corporeality and embodied knowledge, Butler rupture the dualistic hierarchie that 

support raci m, sexi m, and anthropocentri m, explicitly linking mind/body duali m to 

oppre ion. 170 Bringing Merleau-Ponty into conver ation with Butler thu illuminate 

the potential linkage between embodiment, knowledge, and environmental ju tice. 

BLURRED BOU DARIES 
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In Dawn, Butler imagines an apocalyptic future in which life on earth a we know 

it ha been de troyed through a nuclear holocaust. Humanity i rescued by an a lien 

species, the Oankali ("gene traders") who place the remnant population into su pended 

animation while they r tore the earth. The tory i narrated from the per pective of an 

African Arn rican woman called Lilith, who awaken in an i olation room on board the 

Oankali ship. Lilith's name deliberately invoke the mythology of Adam's apocryphal 

first wife, who notoriou ly refu ed the pre cribed uaJ po ition/relationship of 

submission with the first man, and instead gave birth to a race of monstrous hybrid . 171 

Lilith ' "Awakening" reveal Butler' tory a a new myth of or.igin, 172 one that allows 

recreation of relationship between matter and spirit, humanity and nature, and elf and 

other. Like Merleau-Ponty, Butler i imagining the pos ibility of a nondualistic ontology 

1711 Haraway, Primate Visions 378. 

171 For a detailing of the myth of Lilith and its retelling in midra, hand feminist scien e fi tion, see Michele 
0 herow, "The D wn of a ew Lilith : Revisiomu·y Mythmaking in Women ' Science Fiction , NWSA 
Journal 12.1 (Spring 2000) 68-83. 

172 Haraway, Primate Visions 378. 
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in the universe of her story. In the context of Butler' ongoing theorizing about race, 

gender and species, her project also links to ecofemini t theory's assertion that all forms 

of oppres ion are related through the conceptuaJ rift of oppo itional dualism .173 Butler 

rupture the conceptual (and in the universe of her story, physical and biological) barriers 

that maintain this rift. 

More powerful than the human who are now dependent upon them for survival, 

the Oanka]i demand that humanity become a partner- ·pecie through genetic alteration 

and forced reproduction. The Oankali render humanity terile in absence of an "ooloi," 

the third sex of the Oankali who completes an Oankali family and who i capable of 

genetic engineering with only it body ' technologie .174 Thi demand of symbiosis and 

merging illustrates the central question of Butler's novel: whether acquie cence to th 

Oankali merging is evidence of adaptability and evolution - or the completion of 

humanity's extinction. This dilemma is embodied in Lilith, who makes choices that 

enable survivaJ while truggling with her de ire for sp cies purity, resistance and e cape. 

THE BODY AS AGE T 

Dawn provides a rich reflection on epi temology through its depiction of Oankali 

ways of knowing, often described in language that echoes Merleau-Ponty' s 

under tanding of the embodied, chia mic intertwining between the body and the fie h of 

the world as the ite of knowledge. The OankaJi are physically repulsive to humans, with 

173 Plum wood, Chapter 2 "Dualism: The Logic of Coloni zati on ' Feminism 41-68. 
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tentacles in place of sensory organs. Lilith initially see them a the archetypal Medu a 

the humanoid female mon ter who turns men to ·tone. Her reaction expre es the human 

fear of the nonhuman Other; later, when she has b friended an OankaJi, he i able to see 

him as more like a sea creature who is able to live on land, and whose origins are 

therefore not unlike our own. These tentacles intertwine to facilitate non-verbal 

communjcation among the Oankali, or penetrate the flesh of other organisms to learn 

about them. The Oankali thus ]earn through contact and interpenetration - a literaJ 

chia m. Their perception is synaesthesic, 175 reflecting Merleau-Ponty's insight into the 

way in which human perceptions, when observed closely, also reveal an intertwining 

between our body and the body of other humans and of the world in the chia m of the 

Fle h. 176 When Lilith shares the knowledge of the OankaJi Nikanj, she de cribe the 

perception through a combination of sense : "It gave her ... a new color. A [ ... ] namele 

thing, half een, half felt or .. .rasted."177 A fundamental metaphor for knowledge among 

the Oankali is ta te - highlighting the pleasurable, ·ensuous dimensions of embodied 

knowledge. 

The Oankali interest in humanity (depicted as an erotic attraction) i in its genetic 

structure - particularly cancer. The Oankali find cancer "beautiful" and name the genetic 

174 In the new reproduction partnership, the "construct" (Human-Oanka li ) families consist of five parents: 
human female a.nd male, Oankali female and male, and the ooloi, who control. reproduction . 

175 Butler, Dawn 20. 

176 Abram, Spell 127-

177 Butler, Dawn 225. 
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tendency to develop cancers a "talent. ' 17 The erotic attraction of the Oankali for 

humanity i not only a exual or reproductive urge· it indicate a more complex attraction 

and de ire for knowledge symbiotic merging and chia mic relation h.ip. The Oankali 

world i fie h, and they are fully conscious of the intertwining in which they exist. The 

ship in which they live i a plant/animal they have dome ticated and with which they live 

in symbiosi . The Oankali ignore machines .in favor of modifying living organisms to 

fulfill their needs. They do not reject technology, but prefer those technologies that alter 

living matter. The Oankali's embeddedne and intertwining with their world reflects 

Donna Haraway ' propo al that"[ ... ] a cyborg world might be about lived ocial and 

bodily realitie in which people are not afraid of their joint kjn hip with animals and 

machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory tandpo.int ." 179 

This cyborg world of blurred boundaries and kin hip becomes inten ely threatening to 

humans in Dawn, who insist on a genetic purity which i in many sen e an illusion in 

light of the human body's intertwining with its environment. This di ruption of the 

illusion of human genetic integrity reflects the evolutionary theory of Lynn Margulis, 

who emphasizes the symbiotic relation hip that constitute the human body -

illuminating another chiasmic aspect of human existence. 180 

Butler thus complicates the euphoric embrace of Merleau-Ponty's chiasm by 

imagining the end of the human elf a conceptualized as a table, atomistic entity. 

178 Butler, Dawn 20-1 . 

179 Haraway Simians 154. 

tRO Lynn Margulis, Chapter l , "Symbiosis Everywhere," Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution (MA: 
Basic Book. , l 998) 5- 12. 
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Through the merging of Homo sapien • with the Oankali, But! r explore what it would 

mean to let go of our illu ions of eparatene s from the more-than-human world evoking 

respon es in her character from desire to dread and violence a · the Oankali pecie seek 

to form a symbiotic relationship with humanity's la t survivor - and thus, from the 

perspective of the human characters, comp.leting the extinction of humanity as a specie . 

Butler' work illuminates the threatening a pects of the chiasm in light of evolutionary 

theory, complicating responses to organism-environment interpenetration. In Butler's 

vision, Merleau-Ponty' chi a m of human fie h with the flesh of the world threatens 

deeply held concepts of individual uniqueness, particularly species boundaries. 

As a pecie the Oankali stimulate pleasure in human through all interaction 

healing, working, communication. However some of the (heterosexual) men in the story 

feel violated and betrayed by their bodies ' respon es to the Oankali. As one character 

explains of another s murderou reaction to Oonkali-human sexual union: '"[h]e' not in 

control even of what hi own body does and feels. He' ' taken like a woman [ ... ]. He 

can't let them get away with that."' 181 The transgression of self/other boundarie enacted 

through this literal chia -m threaten both male and female humans' sense of self, 

expre sed a specie and bodily integrity, and specifically as control over the body and it 

responses to its environment. Male characters whose socialization ha led them to define 

them elve in term of ma tery and control compare the experience to being female, 

reflecting the gender fiction of masculine bodily control ands parateness, and horror of 

i Ri Butler, Dawn 203. 



merging and dissoiution of boundaries. 182 Similarly, under the control and 'care' of the 

Oankali, Lilith compares herself to an endangered animal, caged and bred for a "higher 
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good," reflecting Western culture's definition of what it means to be human in opposition 

to the animal. 183 The Oankali's literal crossing of the boundaries between self/other and 

human/nonhuman are thus intuitively connected by the humans to the binaries of 

male/female and human/animal. The loss of control and the dissolving of barriers is thus 

experienced as a violation of the self. This question of transgression, betrayal and 

resistance becomes the central narrative impulse in Dawn, as the resistors (who form a 

patriarchal society) begin to use violence in an attempt to gain dominance in the human 

community and with the Oankali. 

Haraway uses the provocative term "miscegenation" to describe Butler's human­

Oankali mating. 184 Like the mythical Lilith, Butler' s heroine violates societal 

prescriptions of sexual behavior. While some humans choose extinction rather than 

symbiosis with the Oankali, Lilith enters into sexual and societal relationship with the 

aliens. Her consent is to some extent manufactured; she is given little other choice than 

to learn to Jive with the Oankali. But Lilith also makes it clear that she chooses to adapt 

and live in the present. She refers to dwelling in the past as "'[p]ointless"' and explains: 

"'I lived in those memories for my two years of solitary. By the time the Oankali showed 

182 For a full exploration of these ideas, see Klaus Theweleit, Male Fantasies Volume 1: Women Floods 
Bodies History, trans Stephen Conway, Theory and History of Literature 22 (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987, especially pp. 385-438. 

183 Butler, Dawn 58. 

184 Haraway, Primate Visions 378. 
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up in my room, I wa ready to move into the pre ent and tay there. "' 185 Lilith make the 

conscious choice to leave her isolation room and enter into ymbiotic re.lationship with 

the Oankali - stepping out of humanity's evolutionary past and into metamorphosis. 

DETERMINISM/MATERIALISM 

The que tion of the body' agency and intelligence place Butler's tory in the 

context of the ongoing debate about biological determinism in the field of feminist 

theory and biology. Ju t as there are many kind of knowledge in Dawn, there are many 

kinds of agency - illuminating Haraway's concept of knowledge as a conversation 

between ubjects rather than a subject/object r lationship. 1 6 A noted above, there are 

also a variety of re, pon e to tbe nonhuman agency of the Oankali - from the resistor 's 

fear and violence to Lilith's reluctant cooperation. 

Curiously, thi fear of the body's agency i mirrored in ome critical respon e to 

Butler's work. Hoda Zaki labels Butler a biological determinist. According to Zaki, 

Butler work require acceptance of " [ . .. ] an e sentiali t view of human nature ·imilar 

to that of ome radical femi nists, such as Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray. " 187 Zaki 

follows thi critiqu with the as ertion that Butler ees human nature a characterized by 

"incapacity to change[ .. . ]. The force by which humans are wedded to their 

185 Butler, Dawn 135. 

1~6 Haraway, Simians 197-9. 

187 Hoda M. Zaki, "Utopia, Dystopia, and Ideology in the cience Fiction of Octavia Butler," Science­
Fiction Studies l.7 (1990): 24 l. 
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biologically-determined natures and their inability to transcend it she make clear in her 

'Xenogene is' erie ." 188 

Finally Zaki claims that 'Butler' unmediated connections between biology and 

behavior have an implicit corollary: that abandoning the human body is a nece ary 

prerequisite for real human alteration."' 9 The complexity of this issue i evidenced by 

the body of critical di cussion that ha been in pired by ButJer' s work. However, it 

eems to me that Butler's work can upport a different reading than that given by Zaki. 

Contrary to abandoning the body, in Dawn Butler empha izes embodied knowledge and 

the need to embrace flesh in order to become conscious of our place in the fle h of the 

world. It i only with this immer ion in the flesh that humanity can e cape elf­

destruction and open new futures. 1n Dawn, tho e humans who violently re ist the 

Oankali are condemned to life aboard the ship and denied the ability to return to the earth 

or to reproduce. In thi fictional universe, where the Oankali control human reproduction 

and thu evolution, those who refuse to merge their fle h with the flesh of the other 

become an evolutionary dead end, an extinct specie . This evolution of humanity 

through symbio i could be seen as an abandoning of the human body- but thi would 

imply an essentialist definition of what it means to be human. As Haraway note 

"Biological-determinist ideology is only one position opened up in scientific culture for 

arguing the meanings of human an imality. There is much room for radical political 

18x Zaki 242. 

1R9 Zaki 242 



people to contest the meanings of the breached boundary."190 Butler's inclusion of 

evolutionary theory and human biology in her theorizing about human behavior and 

politics need not be equated with determinism. The human body is not abandoned in 

Dawn, but it is tra11sformed. 
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Li lith is designated as the leader of the first human group to repopu late the earth 

as mates of the Oankali; her cooperation with the colonizing species causes her to be 

labeled as a traitor to humanity ("Judas") by the resistor humans. However, Butler's 

character does not make her choice in freedom, but as a survival strategy. This forced 

reproduction must be read in context of African American women's experience of forced 

reproduction under s lavery,191 a theme that Butler explicitly explored in her earlier novel, 

Kindred, in which a 20111 century African American woman travels back in time and is 

compelled to save the life of a white slave owner-rapist in order to ensure the survival of 

her ancestor and thus her own existence. Butler also examines forced reproduction and 

colonization/symbiosis in "Bloodchild," in which human men are forced to serve a host 

species for the larval young of the serpentine/insect-like Tlic. Butler complicates the 

reading of Dawn as a simple lesson about adaptability and symbiosis through her 

introduction of these dynamics of power and oppression. Cathy Peppers notes that " [ .. . ] 

the narrative of Xenogenesis relentlessly keeps the discourses of slavery and sociobio logy 

in continuous clialogue."192 

190 Haraway, Simians 152. 

191 Peppers 50. 
192 Peppers 52. 



73 

The evocative naming of Lilith illuminates a pattern of Butler's novel. There are 

no direct or uncomplicated parallels to myth, or allegories to evolutionary theory or 

sociobiology. Attempts to force Butler's text to make a single, prescriptive ideological 

statement fail , just as YHWH's original attempts to dominate the mythical Lilith failed. 

Both humans and the Oankali seek to contra.I Butler' s Lilith, while she forms 

relationships with both communities in which she seeks both survival through adaptation 

and some degree of self-determination. 

SYMBIOSIS 

This near-future depiction of symbiosis , resistance and transformation can be seen 

as a reflection about bodily incarnation. In her depiction of symbiosis and destabilization 

of human separateness, Butler reflects the observations of microbiologist Lynn Margulis, 

who demonstrated that mitochondria evolved separately from humans before inhabiting 

the human body ( and other animals) as a symbiotic organism. 19J In his reflection of 

human embodiment and symbiosis, Alphonso Lingis notes: "Human animals live in 

symbiosis with thousands of species of anaerobic bacteria[ ... ]. They, and not some 

Aristotelian form, are true agencies of our individuation as organisms."194 Lingis extends 

this reflection on human symbiosis on a macrobiotic scale, to the fields we cultivate for 

food, 195 emphasizing our interactions with our world in a way that recalls the Oankali 

193 Alphonso Lingis, "Animal Body, Inhuman Face," Zoontologies: The Question of the Animal, ed. Cary 
Wolfe (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003) 166. 

194 Lingis 166. 

195 Lingis I 66. 
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intertwining with their worlds, from the organelle in their cells to the walls of their ship. 

The human body is an ecosystem within an ecosystem. Butler makes evident in her story 

the way in which the human person is constituted by interaction and community. What is 

unusual about her portrait is her understanding of how threatening this realization might 

be to those who cher.ish their supposed ontological distinctiveness, their role as the 

highest organi.sm in the cha.in of being. This is not a Romantic, nostalgic portrait of 

harmony with nature, but rather a revelation of the kind of think.ing that has brought 

humanity (and our enfolding ecosystem) to its current crisis. Butler uses the complete 

destruction of nuclear holocaust to symbolize the destructiveness the hierarchy that 

imagines humans as the pinnacle of creation. Butler suggests instead that we need to 

recognize our dependence on the other agents that make up our world. 

Fo11owing this recognition of human dependence on and constitution by the more­

than-human world, Butler does not take uni vocal, consistent ideol.ogical positions about 

biological essential ism or social construction/ materialism in regards to sex differences 

and behavior in Dawn. Rather, she takes seriously the question of embodiment and the 

influence of evolutionary forces on the intertwined elements of human body, mind, and 

culture. Nancy Jesser suggests that Butler's theorizing about the relationship of biology 

and behavior can be understood in light of current evolutionary theories that emphasize 

interactions between genetics and environment. 196 

196 Nancy Jesser, "B lood, Genes and Gender in Octavia Butler ' Kindred and Dawn," Extrapolation 43.1 
(2002): 46. 



Cathy Peppers similarly places Butler's theorizing in the context of feminist 

epistemologies of science, arguing that the Xenogenesis series, as a new myth of origin, 

contests the Genesis myths, Man-the-Hunter paleoanthropological narratives, and 

determinist arguments such as sociobiologicaJ theories of sex roles and behaviors. 197 
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Peppers notes that Butler privileges the theories of Margulis (one of the originators of the 

Gaia hypothesis) over the understanding of evolution that posited a 'survival of the 

fittest' through competition and assertion of dominance. 198 In contrast, Margulis 

describes symbiotic theories of origin , in which the human body is an ecosystem 

composed of different organisms, thus chalJenging the understanding of human identity 

as individual and self-sufficient. 199 

POROUS BEING 

In Dawn, Butler questions what constitutes the self, and how the self and 

knowledge are related to embodiment and evolution. The Oankali attribute fundamental 

characteristics of their species to the organel]e at the center of each cell, an organelle that 

exists by acquiring new life and merging with it. Similarly, the Oankali characterize 

humanity by what they call "The Contradiction" (the human genetic tendencies toward 

intelligence and hierarchy the Oankali believe will inevitably result in violence). 

However, as Jim Miller notes, it would be a mistake to identify Butler's views with the 

197 Peppers 47-60. 

19K Peppers 53-4. 

199 Peppers 53-4. 



Oankah (or any other character in the story). 200 Rather, the dialogue and disagreement 

among the characters in Dawn can be read as a dynamic theorizing about evolution, 

embodiment, ontology and epistemology. 201 

In Dawn, the body is a site of knowledge, and has its own inteJligence. This is 

illustrated through the ongoing reconfiguration of cancer in the novel. Lilith has a 
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genetic predisposition to develop cancer which the Oankali cal1 a talent. For the Oankali, 

cancer's abilities are part of what draws them most strongly to humans - their erotic 

attraction is an expression of their hunger for knowledge and wildness. This 

reimagination is a central metaphor for the new way of conceptualizing and living a 

human-world intertwining. Butler's Dawn, in conversation with Merleau-Ponty's 

phenomenology, can be understood as a way reconceptualizing our being in the more­

than-human world and the relationship between self and other. The cancer is a part of the 

human body, but is also an independent agent, not under the conscious control of its 

human host. In the context of an ecocritical project of learning to listen to the voice of 

the non-human world, the Oankali, through their acceptance of relationship with cancer 

as an agent, exemplify a new way for humanity to live within the more-than-human 

world, in which nonhuman others are transformed from enemies to be feared into gifts, 

other flesh to be embraced. 

i co Jim Miller, "Post-Apocalyptic Hoping: Octavia Butler' s Dystopian/Utopian Vision," Science-Fiction 
Studies 25 (1998): 342. 

201 Louise Westling, email to the author, 7/17/03. 
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According to Merleau-Ponty, since we are flesh in the fie h of the world, our 

bodie allow us to gain knowledge of the world .202 For the Oankali as well, bodies are 

teacher , and they de ire the wildness that human incarnation offers. Ju t as the Oanka1i 

are con cious of and embrace their intertwining of their fie h with the fle h of the world 

(symbolized by their repeated events of symbiosis in their evolutionary hi story, and their 

relation hip to their ship), they are consciou of the need for wildne -for what 

Merleau-Ponty calls brute or wild being that i the ground of existence. 203 This 

reimagination of cancer as agent and gift relate to the journey enacted in ' The 

Underlife" described in the previous chapter. When Olds' , father is killed by the cancer, 

she sees him torn from her life revealing the ' blank behind" (42) - an aby s that 

threaten to engulf human meaning, reducing u , to our material being.204 The invitation 

she responds to from the wild being , the rat and the roach, i to find a way to under tand 

cancer. a part of the flesh of the world in which she and her father are immersed. In the 

fictional world of Dawn, Butler imagines a way to embrace the wildnes of cancer. 

In Dawn, the particular chim m of human embodiment, and more pecifically, of 

Lilith ' genetic predisposition to cancer, teaches the Oankali how to heal themselves . 

Nikanj, Lilith's ool i mate, u e Lilith's body ' talent' for cancer to heal it elf. In thi 

scene near the end of the novel (Part IV, Chapter 7), the resistor humans have attacked 

Lilith, killed her partner Jo eph, and ·everely wounded ikanj. In order to save ikanj, 

202 Merleau-Ponty, VJ 133. 

203 Merleau-Ponty, VJ 116-7. 

204 Olds, "The Underlife" 117 . 
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Lilith must allow it to penetrate her flesh in order to read the genetic information of her 

body and in particular the genes that enable her cancer to become active. In the midst of 

the battlefield, Lilith strips, "refusing to think of how she would look to the humans still 

conscious. They would be certain now that she was a traitor. [ .. . ] But she had just lost 

Joseph. She could not lose Nikanj too. [ . . . ] Nikanj penetrated her body with every head 

and body tentacle that could reach her[ ... ]."205 Lilith is correct; the humans who witness 

this scene see it as evidence of her betrayal of her humanity and other humans in her 

willingnes to intertwine with an Oankali , to transgress the boundary of self/other and 

human/nonhuman. 

Afterward, Nikanj explains to Lilith: 

"You can't control it [cancer]," Nikanj said, "but we can. Your body 
knows how to cause some of its cells to revert to an embryonic stage. It 
can awaken genes [ ... ]. Your body showed mine how to awaken them [ .. 
. ]. The lesson was complex and painful, but very much worth learning." 

"You mean ... " she [Lilith] frowned. "You mean my family problem with 
cancer, don ' t you?" 

"It isn't a problem anymore[ ... ]. It 's a gift."206 

Like the Oankali who Awaken humans and lead them into a new form of being through 

symbiosis, in this imagined future cancer is no longer an enemy, but has the potential to 

Awaken the body's intelligence and to live in symbiotic relationship with its host. As 

Cathy Peppers notes, cancer has a particul.arly complex relation with humanity : "[ ... ] 

205 Butler, Dawn 231-2. 

206 Butler, Dawn 236. 
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cancer cells are not wholly other, but exist precisely on the border of me/not me. In 

revaluing cancer, the text is also therefore valuing 'mutation ' and 'boundary-crossing' 

identity."207 Those humans who resist are those who refuse to accept this blurring and 

boundary crossing, this confusion of self and other, of human and 

animal/disease/nonhuman. It is the resistors who refuse the ontological and 

epistemological humility needed to recognize the agency of the more-than-human world 

and of our own bodies. 

The resistors also refuse to recognize the inexorability of human evolution. In 

clinging to species purity , the resistors refuse to recognize that their belief in a stable, 

atomized human identity is mythical in Jight of evolutionary theory. In Dawn, this is 

exemplified by the way that humans are changed simply through their interactions with 

the Oankali - the food produced by the ship helps their bodies to heal; the Oankali alter 

the humans while they are in suspended animation; mating with the Oankali changes 

humans' biochemistry. In site of all this, the resistor humans insist on species purity. 

Dawn can be understood as a response to evolutionary theory and the fear of change, of 

becoming less human, in the process symbiogenesis208 the Oankali reveal - a proce s that 

is a continual and inevitable part of our incarnate existence _2<l9 "They wanted, Lilith 

thought, only to be let alone. [ . .. ] It was the one thing they could not have [ ... ]."2 10 

207 Peppers 53. 

208 Margulis 6. 

20IJ Eric White, "The Erotics of Becoming: Xenogenesis and The Thing," Science Fiction Studies 20 ( 1993): 
394. 

2 to Butler, Dawn 176. 
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Butler's work anticipates the ''po t-human ' movement in philosophy and cultural 

studies (led by Donna Haraway, N. Katherine Hayle , and Cary Wolfe, among others). 

Butler is destabilizing human identjty by compres ing the evolutionary time scale 

through the g netic manipulation of the Oankali and their demand for ymbio is, thus 

revealing the temporary and "permanently partial"2 11 identity of the human species . Eric 

White ugge t that Butler's Xenogenesis ·eries offers an "'erotics of becoming ' in 

which the body is no longer subordinated to the mind, and the boundaries between self 

and other are di solved in favor of delight in ernbodiment. 21 2 Thi erotic delight requires 

a willingne from the human partner to allow the di solution of the boundaries between 

self and other, and between human and Oankali. This dissolution is the end of the human 

race as Homo sapiens - but in context of the story' nuclear holocaust, this next 

evolutionary tep is necessary. It is a po t-humanist challenge to a humani t e entialism 

that disable our ability to live within the earth's biosphere. Like Lilith' awakened 

humans, we need to earn the right to return to the Earth through releasing our illusions of 

human dominance and isolation, and intertwining our flesh with the flesh of our world. 

CO CLUSIO 

Butler' imagination of the death of Homo sapiens and rebirth through chiasm 

with the Other (the Oankali) weave together but doe not re olve gue tion of biological 

determinism and sociobiology, colonization and symbiosis. She blurs the boundaries 

211 Haraway, Simians 154. 

212 White 406-7. 
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between human and animal, and self and other, but acknowledges the fear and revulsion 

that come with placing humanity within the evolutionary flux. 

Although the coercive nature of the Oankali relationship with humanity prevents a 

simple affirmation of thi s story of symbiogenesis, Butler's story does offer alternatives to 

the 'survival of the fittest' narrative of evolution and the dichotomized 

determinism/materi alism debate. Though Dawn is set in a science fiction world of the 

near fu ture, Butler's theorizing reveals aspects of our embodiment within and kinsh ip to 

the more-than-human world that surrounds us with li ving matter even as the Oankali ship 

sustains the Oankali. Butler's story reirnagines the relationship between humanity and 

our own flesh, and the intertwining of our flesh with the Flesh of the world. Through the 

Oankali embrace of cancer as a talent and gift, Butler suggests that we need to imagine a 

different relationship between ourselves and the wildness of our bodies. In accepting the 

Other who is our self whether this is our flesh ( our body, cancer) or the Flesh of the 

world (the Oankali, the environment of living matter that is the ship) through chiasrnic 

intertwining, a new evolutionary future is offered. Instead of death of humanity and the 

earth through nuclear holocaust, we are offered the metamorphosis of flesh from enemy 

to gift, from betrayer of the self to a hybrid of self/other that dissolves the boundaries we 

build to assert human dominance. We are instead invited to li sten to our bodies, our flesh 

in the Flesh of the world, and to find a new evolutionary path away from self-destruction 

and into mutuality and metamorphosis. In this reimagination of spirit and matter, Butler 

does not invoke a transcendent power in the form of a monotheistic god or a determinist 

evolutionary power. Instead, she suggests that as flesh that is self-sensing and sentient, 



82 

we have the opportunity to participate in our own becoming through conscious embrace 

of chiasm. 

In the next chapter, I explore the dystopic world of Ur ula K. Le Guin' space 

station from the short story, "Newton's Sleep." Le Guin directly addres e que tions of 

environmental ju tice and ethics, the whiteness of environmentalism, science fiction, and 

Western scientific knowledge. She allow the agency of the nonhuman world to enter 

into the story and pull her characters, who are trapped within the hierarchical dualisms of 

Western thought, into relationshi.p. Like Butler's characters, to return to earth, they must 

release their de ire for control and uperiority in the chain of being, and de cend into the 

flesh - their own and the flesh of the world. 
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CHAPTERS: 

DESCENT 

Where are we to put the limit between the body and the world, since the world is flesh? 

Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible. 

Over the past decades, Ursula K. Le Guin has offered evolving visions of the 

relationships between humanity and nonhuman nature, gender and knowledge, and utopic 

and dystopic futures in works such as The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), The Wordfor 

World is Forest ( l 972), and The Dispossessed ( 1974). More recently, Le Guin has begun 

fictional treatments of environmental questions in Always Coming Home (l 985) and 

Buffalo Gals and Other Animal Presences ( 1987), in which she has sought to create 

multi-vocal texts that open a place for the voice of the nonhuman world. Less well 

known, however, are her intriguing philosophical explorations in shorter fiction such as 

"Newton 's Sleep" ( 1991). In this short story- less than thirty pages - Le Guin addresses 

questions including environmental justice, conceptual dualisms, and the agency and 

language of the nonhuman world. Working on many levels, subverting her earlier work 

and the traditional utopias of science fiction, Le Guin offers a vision of acceptance of the 

world where we already live and the relationship of which we are slowly becoming 

aware, as we let go of our illusions of isolation and exceptional ism, and descend out of 
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the transcendent intellect and into the fle h of the world. It i an ambiguous utopia which 

i already here and al o not-yet, a world which requires new ways of thinking being and 

writing to be recognized. 

I am particularly intere ted in the way Le Guin create a place for the nonhuman 

agent to emerge in the text, and .in this essay I explore her story as a way to discuss the 

complexity and potential of .listening for the voice of the nonhuman subject. The 

emergence of the nonhuman into the world of Le Guin's tory disrupts the illusory 

conceptual dualisms ymbolized by the virtual reality landscapes on the space station, 

requiring recognition of the agency of the nonhuman and the embeddedness of humanity 

in the flesh of the world. 

GOD-TRICK 

"Newton's Sleep" begin with th colonizer of the Special Earth SateJlite Society 

(Spe , al o the name of the station on which they live) looking down at the California's 

devastated San Joaquin Valley through video monitors . 213 Through this image Le Guin 

introduces several of the elements she wi11 critique and subvert throughout the tory: 

We tern imperiali m, rationali t utopia, and the illu. ion of human separation from nature. 

The e three elements are intertwined, emerging from the tradition of We tern thinking 

that structure the world through hierarchical duali ·ms and ju ti fies exploitation and 

oppression of the nonhuman, women, and people of color. We tern thinking has also 

2 13 Ursula K. Le Guin, "Newton's Sleep," A Fisherman of the Inland Sea (New York: HarperCollins 
Pub ti hers, l 994) 23-51. 
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justified imperial i m and colonization in the name of utopia and 'progre , ' a type of 

thinking evident in the invasion of the America. and the ideology of manifest destiny in 

the westward expansion of the United States .214 In its rejection both of rationalism and 

utopia, ' ewton' Sleep" critique ' the concept of rational/irrational and reality/illusion. 

Le Guin 's work can in tead be characterized as "transgressiv utopianism" in which the 

concept and goal of perfection is rejected in favor of dynamic proce s .2 15 

Looking down at the earth from the orbiting satellite, the main character, Ike Ro e 

(a progre ive scienti t) believes in hi s "infinitely mobile vi ion' which enact what 

Donna Haraway calls the "god-trick of seeing everything from nowhere."2 16 Distanced 

from the damaged earth, afe on an elitist lifeboat, Ike i the model of the coloniali t, 

rationali t cientific vision critiqued for its oppre sivenes and inaccuracy by Haraway in 

her essay "Situated Knowledge ."217 It is this perspective which is unwillingly and 

gradually tran formed by the human and nonhuman agents of the story. 

Le Guin is also employing another kind of subversion. The narrative structure of 

"Newton' Sleep" follow the conventional format of her pre-1980' • work, in which the 

dominant narrative voice is that of a central male character who goes on a transformative 

214 See James Holstun, A Rational Millennium: Puritan Utopias of Seventeenth-Century .England and 
America (New York: Oxford Univers ity Press, 1987). 

215 Lucy Sargisson, Contemporary Feminist Utopianism,, Women and Politics (New York: Routledge, 
1996) 24. 

216 Haraway, Simians 189. 

217 Haraway, Simians 183-201. 
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journey.21 Le Guin shapes her tory with this con entional format in order to tran form 

it through shift in the narrative voice and point of view to marginalized characters. In 

addition, Le Guin forces Ike (and thus the reader) to undergo a radical reworking of 

perspective, a hift compelled by the eruption of the nonhuman world into the reality of 

the story. Le Guin thus demonstrates how an alternati.vely constructed story might look. 

This alternative to the conventional, linear narrati e i a multivocal text in which 

nonhuman voice find pace to emerge. 

Although this strategy of using a conventional format i a powerful critique in 

many way , it al o engenders problems Le Guin is not able toe cape. In particular, this 

format reproduces troubling gender dualisms. Ike ' transformation is mediated by 

women, in particular hi wife and daughter, who are able to ee and understand the 

appearance of the nonhuman world on the station much more quickly and easily than 

Ike. As these women guide Ike on his journey, Le Guin unfortunately re nact the 

patriarchal dynamic in which women function as helpers and mediators of men ' 

journeys. The women's guidance and insight also raise thee sentialist question of 

whether women have a more direct connection to nature than men.219 Le Guin does 

weave an environmental justice critique of the white elite's attempt to eparate iL elf from 

the human "other' through the story, avoiding the pitfall of treating all women and their 

218 Jim Jose, "Reflections on the Politics of Le Guin 's arrative bifts ," Science-Fiction Studies 18 (1991 ): 
182-3. 

219 Catriona Sandi lands, The Good-Natured Feminist (Minneapoli . : University of Minneapolis Pre s, l 999) 
112. 
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relation hips to nature as the same. 220 Nevertheless, the repeated examples of women and 

girls as more perceptive of and closely linked to nature remain problematic. 

Through ubverting (and thus critiquing) her pa t work and beginning from the 

coloni t' per pective, Le Guin i also ituating herself. Le Guin has acknowledged her 

privileged status in autobiographical essays, naming herself as a "princess,"221 a term that 

highlight the critical revisioning of her own work in which Le Guin i currently 

engaged, an ironic di tancing from her earlier and more conventional fantasy torie .222 

As a We t Coast writer Le Guin also recognizes her elf as a colonizer: "[ .. . ] we are the 

conquerors, we who live here now, in possession, in the New World."223 The colonists' 

earthly beginnings in California are significant when viewed in the context of Le Guin s 

work and life. California is the world that Le Guin defines as home, and the future We t 

Coast i the site of Le Guin' s deconstruction and reconstruction of new ocieties and new 

narrative forrns. 224 Spes is thus connected to Le Guin's identity as a Californian, and an 

exaggeration of the colonizer's frontier/conquest mental.ity. 

In thi way Le Guin acknowledges her own and white women' participation in 

oppres ion and marks her viewpoint a one which both participates in the colonial 

identity and is able to see from the subjugated standpoint of the woman subject, a 

220 Sandiland 110. 

221Ursula K. Le Guin , Dancing at the Edge of the World: Thoughts on Words, Women, and Places (New 
York: Grove Pres , L989) 75. 

222Elizabeth Cummins "The Land-Lady 's Homebirth: Revi iting Ursula K. Le Guin ' World "Science• 
Fiction Studies 17(1990): 155-6. 

223 Le Guin, Dancing 47. 

224 Cummins 155. 
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positioning which is locatable and accountable. 225 As a privileged Jewish scientist, the 

main character Ike also manifests a subject positioning that participates in both the 

colonial identity and a subjugated viewpoint. In this story of Spes, 'the final frontier,' Le 

Guin seeks to destabilize this identity. In this way, ethics are intrinsic to the story: 

ideology is manifested and interrogated in the narrative in order to be subverted. 

ROACH 

Immediately following the view of the earth from Spes, Le Guin introduces an 

environmental justice critique of the colonial identity, a critique that runs through the 

story and eventually shapes the transformation of Ike and the narrative. Ike is a sexist, 

and his sexism links women and nature . He describes the monitor as an "umbilicus" 

which connects the colonizers to earth and wishes to "cut it" in order to be free. 226 

Women and children have an emotional attachment to the earth from which he is 

liberated. In Ike's viewpoint, both women and the earth are associated with an 

irrationality and unpredictability that has been cleansed from Spes. The domestic spaces 

on the station are given pseudo-scientific designations: homes are "units" and bedrooms 

are "cubes,"227 in an attempt to sterilize them of female connotations and bring the 

station's (heterosexual) domestic life under the control of science. In this way Le Guin 

225 Haraway, Simians 191 . 

226 Le Guin, "Newton's Sleep" 27. 

227 Le Guin , "Newton's Sleep" 27, 33. 



89 

reveals the impulse of Western science to dominate and control all aspects of the natural 

world, as well as the misogyny implicit in this ideology. 

When forced to confront the anti-Semitism in Spes, Ike recalls the rejection of alJ 

applicants of African ancestry because of their supposed lack of intellectual 

qualifications. This racism is justified by 'objective' science: what Haraway would call 

the"[ . . . ] perverse capacity - honed to perfection in the history of science tied to 

militarism, capitalism, colonialism, and male supremacy - to distance the knowing 

subject from everybody and everything in the interests of unfettered power. [ ... ] the 

false vision promising transcendence of all limits and respon ibi lity."228 Ike adheres to 

the fal se scientific objectivity symbolized by Spes even as its destructive capacity is 

revealed by the increasingly open anti-Semitic comments of other colonists. 

Le Guin thus links fear and rejection of nature to the oppression of women and 

people of color. John Dewey points to the basis of social injustice in " [ . .. ] contempt for 

the body, fear of the senses, and the opposition of flesh to spirit."229 According to 

Dewey, this underlying dualism of flesh/spirit results in the institutionalized violence of 

class and race oppression.230 Like Dewey, Le Guin links this fundamental dualism to 

race, class and gender oppression, showing them to originate from the same flawed belief 

in the superiority of false objectivity and transcendence by the intellect. This belief 

22R Haraway, Simians 188-1 90. 

229 John Dewey, Art as Experience. (New York: Perigree Books, 1980) 20. 

230 Dewey 2 1. 
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justifies oppre ion and institutionalize the separation of the human from the nonhuman 

world. 

In an ironic turn Le Guin name the particular holographic illusion in which Ike 

lives 'Vermont.' On Spe , claustrophobia is avoided by holographic projection of earth 

environments, g iving the illusion of trees, homes, doorway , and community. Le Guin is 

chalJenging v ral illusions in thi move: elitist white America' e capi t enjoyment of 

the pastoral, the mainstream environmental movement focus on' nature" a opposed to 

diverse environmental situation , and (as a science fiction/fantasy writer) the traditional 

nature writing chool 's definition of the appropriate u bj ct matter for i nclu ion in the 

canon of nature writing.231 In this way Le Guin integrate the concern of environmental 

ju tice into her ecocritical theorizing. 

ILLUSIO 

Le Guin fir t shift in narrative voice occurs after the exposure of pe ' racist 

ideology. The point of view hjfts to Esther, Ike's visually disabled daughter. Unlike the 

pastoral holograph of Spe , E ther ' memories of earth are urban: "[ ... ] cockroaches, 

rain , pollution al rt , and her be t friend in the building Saviora, who had ten million 

little tiny short braid each one tied with a red thread and a blue bead."232 K ther 

inve tigate the rumors of the manife tations of people of color and nonhuman nature that 

231 Patrick D. Murphy , literature, Nature and Other: Ecofemiriist Critiques (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, J 995) 3 1-2. 

232 Le Guin, "Newton's Sleep" 37. 



are beginning to appear on the station, seeking out and peaking with the witnesses -

members of the community Ike view as unreliable, uch as young girl . 
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At thi point the lost world of earth begin to hape fir t the story and then the 

narrative structure of the text itself. A ian war refugee wander the corridor of Spes. 

African Americans appear at the table of committee meetings in the holographic illusion 

of Flo1:-ida. Scarlet runner beans grow by holographic door , fish pour from tap . 

Through the e appearances, which have a hifting exi t nee that is not fully material but 

i not merely illusion , Le Guin call s the construction of reality into que tion. Ike persists 

in calling the emergence of the human and nonhuman ubjects hallucinations, even as 

other character in the story begin to accept the hanged r ality of their ituation: ' [ . . . ] 

'To what extent does the concept of illu ion usefully de cribe a shared experience with 

elements of interactivity?"' a (female) character a k Ik _2.i:i For Le Guin , illu ion is the 

belief in human exceptionalism and the nonhuman world as object, the illu ion of 

Vermont (symbol of the pastoral retreat), and the illu ion of human separation from 

nature. Le Guin inverts ' reality ' in the world she has created on Spes in order to show 

the profound interconnection of humanity with our environmental situation. What i real 

i the presence of nonhuman subject who change reality for the human on Spes; what is 

illusion is Ike 's fa ith in rationalist science, in human superiority, in a controllable and 

objectified world. Thi proce s of change i an enactm nt of Le Guin ' tran gre ive 

utopic imagination . Lucy Sargis on de cribes tran gre ·i e utopia as a vi ion that' [ ... ] 

233 Le Guin, "Newton ' s Sleep" 46. 
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creates a space, previously non-exi tent and still 'unreal' in which radically different 

peculation can take place [ ... ] ocieties in which the relation between spirit and matter 

represented conceptualized and enact d differently."234 

Although Ike, predictably, refuses to see the appearances of the world he has 

sought to escape, a readers we know that these appearances are real, because the 

presences that , urround him intrude a bodily sensation . A readers, we recognize the 

reality of this experience, even when Ike s dominant narrative vision refu e to 

acknowledge it: "he [Ike] had a curiou sensation of pushing into and through a 

ubstance, or ub tance or presence crowded thickly, not impeding him, not palpable, 

only many non-touches[ ... ] an i.ntangible resistance."235 According to Merleau-Ponty, 

we are able to know the world because we are a part of it through our bodies: "[ ... ] if it 

takes its place among the things it touches is in a ense one of them, open finally upon a 

tangible being of which it is al o a part. "236 Though Ike denie the reality of hi being as 

a part of the natural world, in the world of Le Guin ' story he is compelled, eventually, to 

take his place among the many subjects and presences that inhabit the tory . This proces 

begins and end with Ike's body: fir t with the intru ion of the pre ence in the corridor, 

and ending with Ike 's movement from blindne to a new way of seeing. We as readers 

are led to tru t Ike ' ' body rather than Ike ' s narrative v.i ion. 

234 Sargisson, 63, 137. 

235 Le Guin, ''Newton 's Sleep" 44. 

236 Merleau-Ponty, Vl L33. 



In Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology, and in Le Guin '· ·tory, the more-than-

human world, the environing situation, interpenetrate, shape and con titute the human 

subject. This connection is mad explicit in a peech by Su an , Ike's wife: 

' I don't think there is anything supernatural. But if I don't think about it 
in words like that, if I just look at it, look at the people and the - the horse 
and the vine by the door - it makes sense. How did we, how could we 
have thought we could ju t leave? Who do we think we are? All it is, i 
we brought ourselves with us ... the hor e and the whales and the old 
women and the sick babies. They're ju ·t us, we're them, they're here."237 

And a Su an struggles with how to name the appearance - rejecting the term 'gho ot 

because of its supernatural connotations - another element of Merleau-Ponty's 

phllosophy seems appropriate: hi reclaiming of the language of the acred in order to 

describe the experience of the world through the body a communion. 238 The sacred, .in 

Merleau-Ponty's und rstanding, is not a transcendent or absolute reality, but rather one 

that i immanent through the dynamic inter ubjectivity enacted between the human 

subject and the more-than-human world. The hallucinations or visions of the coloni ts 

are not . upernatural my ticism, but glimp es of the immanent and bod.ily acrament of 

the flesh. 
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Le Guin de cribe the agency of the nonhuman world in a way that correspond to 

Merleau-Ponty's ideas of intersubjectivity, demonstrated through both the content and the 

structur of the text. Merleau-Ponty describ inter ubjectivity as the way in which "[ . .. ] 

the seer and the vi ible reciprocate one another ·md we no longer know which sees and 

237 Le Guin ,' ewton 's Sleep" 49. 

238 Merleau-Ponty, POP 21 2. 



which is seen."239 Arguing with Ike about the reality of the appearances, the character 

Larane states: "'I don't know what you see[ ... ] I don't know what's real. I know that 

they're here.[ . . . ] I had a feeling for the first time they might be seeing us, not just us 

seeing them [ ... ]. "'240 

There are (at least) two levels of theorizing operating in "Newton's Sleep": a 

querying of the representation of nature in the text, and a theorizing of how nonhuman 
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agency might shape a text. Karla Armbruster praises the way Le Guin"[ ... ] renders the 

natural world in the form of speaking, active subjects [and] thus questions the idea of 

impermeable boundaries between human and animal (especially the boundary that 

excludes the nonhuman from discourse)" in the novella "Buffalo Gals."24 1 I would argue 

that in '.'Newton's Sleep," Le Guin is working even more radically with the concepts of 

human/nonhuman and the subjectivity and speech of the nonhuman world. 

In "Newton's Sleep," the distinction is not between human and nonhuman, but 

between the illusion of separation and the reality of embeddedness in the flesh of the 

world. When the elitist and mainly European American colonists of Spes try to cut all 

connection with the earth, they are invaded by the presences of both the human and 

nonhuman world that have been lost. The nonhuman world is rendered as an agen t and 

a speaking subject - but is not portrayed as speaking human language, as are the animal 

239 Merleau-Ponty, VT 139. 

240 Le Guin, "Newton 's Sleep" 45. 

24 1 Karla Armbruster, "Buffalo Gals , Won ' t You Come Out Tonight": A Call for Boundary-Crossing in 
Ecofeminist Literary Criticism," Ecofeminist Literary Criticism: Theory, lntetpretation, Pedagogy, eds. 
Greta Gaard and Patrick D. Murphy (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998) I 09. 
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characters in "Buffalo Gals. "242 The signing system of the nonhuman world is 

expressed through their appearances, and observed in their actions. Bison appear on the 

station, and the human characters turn from their linear paths to follow them. The 

humans are shouting and laughing, experiencing the intrusion not in terror but with a 

kind of biophiJic euphoria. The nonhuman agents lead the humans away from their 

attempts at domination , attracting them toward a new way of being in the world. The 

characters themselves recognize their inability to fully understand these agents: '"we 

don ' t know how to coexist with ghosts. [ ... ] We have to learn how to do it as we go 

along . [ ... ] They are here, and what is "here" is changing too. [ ... ] [W]e who are 

aware of them have to learn what kind of existence they have, and why."'243 In this 

way, Le Guin is portraying the agency of the natural world, and exemplifying Patrick 

Murphy 's call to " to learn better how to tell such stories. "244 

Le Guin is thus acknowledging the limitations of human language to represent the 

voice of the nonhuman world. 245 In thi s way her work corresponds to Catriona 

San.dilands's work on the Real. Sandilands notes the need for ecofeminist politics to 

acknowledge the failure of language and of human understanding: "[ ... ] nature may be 

242 Le Guin , "Buffalo Gals, Won ' t You Come Out Tonight," Buffa.lo Ga.ls and Other Animal Presences 
(New York: Penguin Books USA Inc., l 987) 17-51 . 

243 Le Guin, "Newton's Sleep" 47 . 

244 Murphy, "Ground" 153. 

245 Sandi lands 180. 
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speaking, but not in a language that humans can fully understand. "246 Le Guin's work is 

a witness to the agency of the nonhuman world, rather than an attempt to speak for 

nature. She is attempting to render the agency of the nonhuman world without claiming 

to see from the viewpoint of the nonhuman . She communicates the necessity for human 

subjects to recognize the reafay of the other, and to seek to coevolve. In Le Guin's story, 

nonhuman actors profoundly shape the reality of the humans on Spes, but their wild 

agency is not "subsumed into human discourse," a movement Sandilands warns 

against. 247 Le Guin blurs boundaries and opens space for nonhuman agency, but does 

not portray a monistic relationship between human and nonhuman. Instead there is 

difference, and interspecies dialogue through gestural language. This agency and 

language is extended not only to human and animal actors, but to trees and vines, 

implying agency of all of the more-than-human world, not simply to those that seem to 

possess sentience or to act in the way that humans act. 

The agency of the nonhuman world also subtly shapes the structure of the text. 

Ike is finally left as the only colonizer who cannot see the ghosts. As a reader, I long to 

see the bison, the wild horses, the elms and chestnuts that are available from other 

characters' points of view. The other characters, the excitement of the story, are 

circulating around the appearance of the nonhuman agents in the text. But Ike is isolated 

on the blank margins of the story. He looks down at the floor of the station and sees that 

246 Sandilands 180. 

247 Sandilands 184. 



[n]obody could be lost in Spes. All the corridors led to known places. 
You came to these places following the arrows and the colored stripes.[ .. 
. ] [Y]ou would never get lost and always end up safe where you started 
from. And you would never stumble [ ... ].248 
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At this moment, Spes appears as a dystopia, engulfed and dominated by technology. To 

this Le Guin adds an explicit environmental justice critique from Esther's perspective, as 

she revolts against the hegemony of Spes where "[ ... ] al l the faces in your whole world 

were soft and white and fat. [ ... ] Roaches, rain , Spanish, [were] all washed away."249 

Faced with a linear and univocal path,250 Ike is forced to move non-linearly in 

order to follow his daughter Esther, who has gone up into the mountains. In Spes, where 

"you would never stumble," Ike stumbles over a boulder that emerges through the floor 

of the station, and unable to see, leaves the lines and arrows of Spes and follows his 

daughter. Revelation is mediated not through the power of the intellect as symbolized by 

the metaphor of vi ·ion, but through the body and the flesh of the world. The movement 

of the text is Ike's turning from his own linear movement and narrative dominance to 

develop what Haraway calls a subject positioning of "partial connection."251 

248 Le Guin, "Newton's Sleep" 51. 

249 Le Guin, "Newton 's Sleep" 38. 

250 Robin Roberts, "Post-Modernism and Feminist Science Fiction," Science-Fiction Studies I 7 ( 1990): 
148. 

251 Haraway, Simians 193. 
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DESCENT 

"Esther looked at him.[ ... ] [A]nd she said, 'Now we can go down . "'252 In this 

final line of the story, it is ambiguous whether 'going down ' is returning to Spes or to 

Earth. Frank Dietz notes that Le Guin "uses utopian motifs to criticize the stasis of 

traditional utopianism and to envision a dynamic utopia which must always remain 

incomplete, thus cha1lenging the reader to complete it."253 I believe that Le Guin is 

calling the reader to descend into the flesh of the world. In Le Guin' s story, salvation is 

not enacted through escapism or lifeboat ethics but through immersion in the world and 

decentering of the human subject. Eschewing apocalyptic rhetoric and Edenic narratives, 

Le Guin calls for the reader to recognize our embeddedness in the living world. 

For Le Guin , 'salvation' is recognizing the communion enacted through our 

bodies and the flesh of the werld. It is this world of cockroaches and rain , humanity and 

bison, po.llution and storms. Though we will never be able to fuJJy articulate the voice of 

nature or the Real, as Sandilands warns, Le Guin' s story offers a vi sion of how to begin 

to participate in relationship with nonhuman agents who are both other and a part of us. 

She models a representation of nature that allows the nonhuman agent to emerge into and 

transform the structure and content of the text. It is a story that, as Patrick Murphy says, 

needs to be told. 

252 Le Guin , "Newlon's Sleep" 5 I. 

253 Frank Dietz, "Home is a Place Where You Have Never Been: The Exile Motif in the Hainish Novels of 
Ursula K. Le Guin," The literature of Emigration and Exile, eds. James Whitlark and Wendell Aycock. 
(Texas: Texas Tech Uni versity Press, 1992) 105. 



CHAPTERS: 

CONCLUSION 

And in a sense, as Valery said, language is everything, since it is the voice of no one, 
since it is the very voice of the things, the waves, and the forests. 

99 

Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible. 

The speaker of "The Underlife" stands alone on a subway platform, staring into 

the pit. Lilith awakens in an isolation room. Ike looks down at the earth, imprisoned by 

the metal walls of Spes. In each of the works explored in thi s thesis, the reader begins 

from the point of view of a subject who is trapped in the isolation of anthropocentrism, 

and journeys out of isolation into a recognition of her place among the things of the 

world. The movement out of isolation happens through and depends upon the body. 

In this thesis, I have outlined a critique of hierarchical and oppositional dualisms 

as identified and deconstructed by ecoferninist theory and ethics, and listened to the call 

for an alternative way of envisaging the human place in the more-than-human world. I 

have suggested that Merleau-Ponty's work offers a nondualistic ontology and 

understanding of language that may contribute to a theoretical basis for ecocriticism and 

ecofeminist literary theory. With Merleau-Ponty's nondualistic ontology as a basis for 

understanding the human place in the more-than-human world, it is possible to reject 

mind/body, human/nonhuman, and nature/culture dualisms as flawed concepts based in 



an anthropocentric framework in favor of understanding a seamless and dynamic 

relationship of our flesh with the flesh of the world, the Chiasm. In this ontology, as 

argued by David Abram, space for nonhuman agency is opened. 
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This ontology thus makes possible a response to the call from multiple thinkers, 

as recounted in Chapter 2, to listen to and enter into conversation with nonhuman agents. 

This agency and conversation, and its implications for our understanding of the human 

place in the world, are imagined in the works of literature examined in Chapters 3, 4, and 

5. Sharon Olds, Ursula K. Le Guin , and Octavia Butler each offer visions in which the 

boundaries between human and nonhuman, body and mind, and self and other are 

blurred, but not collapsed into a monistic or pantheistic vision. The relationship between 

matter and spirit is gestured to, but the authors avoid replacing one theological dogma 

with another statement of belief. What is offered is the life-world, the flesh. Sharon 

Olds's speaker looks into the pit and discovers the wild that lives in the urban 

environment, an agency that leads her toward a new understanding of the relationship 

between matter and spirit. Octavia Butler' s Lilith witnesses the destruction of the earth 

by nuclear war and is reborn in symbiotic union with an alien species. The colonists of 

Spes attempt to seal themselves off from the earth , but the more-than-human world 

crosses space to enfold them and draw them back into the lebenswelt in the universe 

created by Ursula K. Le Guin. Christopher Manes argues that the practice of biblical 

exegesis enclosed the nonhuman world in the paradigm of the book of nature, silencing 

its voice. What these authors reveal is that by closing ourselves off from the more-than­

human world we have imprisoned ourselves. 
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A phenomenological approach to ecocriticism based on the work of Merleau­

Ponty brings to light the fundamental conceptual rifts that isolate humanity from the 

m·ore-than-human world - and offers a response to the problem of human ontological and 

experiential isolation. Works of environmental literature offer the potential to, in 

Merleau-Ponty's words, "convey the life of the whole and make our habitual evidences 

vibrate until they disjoin."254 The works chosen for this thesis shake up the dogmas of 

Western anthropocentrism and ecocriticism, as Merleau-Ponty writes that living language 

should. None espouses the nostalgic promise of returning to harmony with nature, or 

valorize temporary escape into the wilderness and its resulting spiritual enlightenment. 

Instead, they reveal that we have always been located within the more-than-human world, 

that the sacred is embodied in this relationship, and that we might not enjoy the sense of 

disorientation that follows a movement into a post-humanist world. 

FURTHER EXPLORATION 

In this thesis I have attempted to contribute to the emerging conversation between 

ecocriticism and Merleau-Ponty. There are still many areas that I have not addressed, but 

whose inclusion would strengthen the interdisciplinary methodology of ecocritical 

analysis and the project of listening and responding to the voice of the nonhuman world. 

I suggest four such possible areas below: post-structuralism, post-humanism, cognitive 

linguistics and metaphor theory, and natural science. 

254 Merleau-Ponty, VJ 102. 
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Ecocriticism has identified and critiqued the social construction of nature as the 

pastoral and as the subl ime. Similarly, it wi l l be important to understand the way in 

which Merleau-Ponty' s understanding of nature is socially and culturally constructed 

through bringing both critical theory and critiques of Merleau-Ponty's work from the 

continental philosophical tradi tion into the conversation. These fields cou ld bring a 

cri tical perspecti ve to Merleau-Ponty's understanding of access to reality and the world, 

helping to avoid the danger of submerging of the nonhuman voice in the metaphor of 

kinship. Both critical and feminist theories could contribute to an ecocritical analysis, 

particularly in the areas of environmental justice and understanding of the body. As 

ecocriticism continues to build its theoretical base and methodology, engaging with 

ongoing dialogues about the intersections between Merleau-Ponty and theorists such as 

Luce lrigaray, M ichel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida offers exciting possibilities in 

regards to thinking about embodiment, knowledge, and language. 

In this thes is I have drawn on Donna Haraway's work in post-structuralist theories 

of knowledge and thei r relationship to dismantling hegemonic ideologies. Haraway's 

work also contributes to post-humanist theory through her linking of the silencing of the 

object of knowledge and extending this to the body, the animal , and the nonhuman, and 

to the transgression of human/animal boundaries. The project of post-humanism will be 

an important dialogue partner in the ongoing effort to understand and articulate the 

meaning of nonhuman agency and voice, continuing to challenge ideas of human 

exceptionalism, whether based on bel iefs about the uniqueness of human consciousness, 

agency, or language. 
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In this project of listening to the voice of the nonhuman, an analy is of 'voice" a 

metaphor could offer important insight . Following the work of George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson on cognitive linguistics, metaphor theory , and philosophy, a tudy on the 

metaphorical construction of 'voice' could help to clarify what this term mean , how it i 

used, and its significance to ecocriticism.255 Combined with a thorough analysis of 

MerJeau-Ponty's concept of "gestural language," th metaphor of vo.ice could be more 

clearly articulated and its significance to ecocritical theory established on the basi of 

cognitive science and metaphor theory, thus strengthening the interdisciplinary basis of 

analysis. 256 

Finally, work in ecology animal behavior and communication, and fields uch as 

plant-pollinator interactions can shap the understanding and imagination of agency and 

"voice" in ecocritici m and environmental literature. In eeking to be "faithful" in our 

understanding of the world, as Donna Haraway ugge t', we need neither reject cience 

nor assume that the nonhuman i an object of knowledge, but engage in cience within 

the paradigm of knowledge as "conversation ," attentive to the world as an agent and 

partner in und rstanding. 257 

255 See, for example, Philosophy in the Flesh, and Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: 
Univers.ity of Chicago Press, I 980). 

256 Mark Johnson, personal communication, / 19/03. 

257 Haraway, Simians 187, 198-9 
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CONCLUSION 

When Lilith is first freed from her isolation room, she i startled and frightened by 

the alien world that confronts her. She momentarily withdraws, and her Oankali guide 

asks "'Back into your cage, Lilith?'"25 Like Butler's universe in Dawn, Merleau-Ponty's 

vision confronts us with a world alien to aspects of the Western imagination. It requires 

letting go of the ilJusions of human exceptional ism , and control our bodies and our world. 

It shifts the location of agency from the mind and rationality to the body and the flesh. 

The other chojce is to retreat back into our cage. Ecocriticism, informed by the work of 

Merleau-Ponty, offers multiple stories to reimagine our place within the more-than­

human world, a way of theorizing a partial identity that will continue to change and be 

changed through intertwining with an evolving environment. We are neither deaf to the 

voice of the world nor unable to respond, as Sharon Olds, Octavia Butler, and Ursula K. 

Le Guin illustrate. Through listening to the voice of the nonhuman other, we are called 

back into the living world that is our home. 

258 Butler, Dawn 29. 
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