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i ntroduct ion

Method and Field

The studies that follow rely on historical claims made by the historian
Michel Foucault in the last decade of his work, though their method is not
Foucauldian, nor are their principal arguments about history. In his late
lectures on biopolitics, Foucault describes the two-century-long replace-
ment of a politics of sovereignty – where the sovereign’s power is quintes-
sentially the power to kill – by political technology focused on life – where
life itself becomes the object that power aims to know and control. In this
account, Foucault speciûes the nineteenth century as the period when
biopower shifts its point of application from the individual body to the
population or species.
This book shows that the new political salience of biological species put

the species concept into crisis. Treating the species concept as a problematic
rather than as a statistical aggregate, it proposes a series of symptomatic
readings of the concept at work, preponderantly in English poems, but also
in ûction and texts from anthropology and natural history, especially the
writing of Charles Darwin, and in certain episodes in the history of medi-
cine. In these readings, I take up Nicole Shukin’s call to extend Foucault’s
treatment of biopolitics to encompass the lives of non-human animals;
I follow scholarship in the ûeld of animal studies more broadly in arguing
that it is in relation to other animals that human beings recognize themselves
as such.1 In The Animal That Therefore I Am, Jacques Derrida proposed that
thinking about the animal (la pensée de l’animal) derives from poetry, and in
Part I, this book will consider the constitution of animal species as a poetic
undertaking.2 Finally, while it engages in symptomatic reading as a practice,
the book also in part resembles an animal chasing its own tail, in that it
makes a secondary argument for the biopolitical ground of key psychoana-
lytic concepts, including those of the unconscious and of the symptom
broadly deûned.
In lectures from 1975 to 197 published under the title Society Must Be

Defended, Foucault distinguishes between the discipline of individual bodies,
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which for him characterized the biopolitics of the eighteenth century, and
a new technology of power of which “the theory of right and disciplinary
practice knew nothing.” This technology bears on “the population as polit-
ical problem, . . . as a biological problem and as power’s problem.”3 This
“seizure of power” in the late eighteenth century “is directed not at man-as-
body but at man-as-species.” Addressed not to the individual but to the
population, this biopolitics includes among its “objects of knowledge and
the targets it seeks to control” processes such as “the ratio of births to deaths,
the rate of reproduction, the fertility of a population, and so on.”4 From the
late eighteenth century, species and populations emerge as actors on the stage
of history; in Britain their centrality to the emergent discipline of political
economy is established in Thomas Malthus’s 1798 Essay on the Principle of
Population. FromMalthus on, life and death cease to be effects of chance or
acts of God, but become facts in the ûeld of political economy, amenable to
political management, and determining in their turn other fundamental
facts of social life such as the wage rate and the price of staple foods.5Though
little of my concern in what follows will be with political economy, I will
come back to Malthus near the end of this book as part of an argument that
Sigmund Freud’s concept of the death drive is grounded in thinking about
the collective life of populations.
Besides his claim about the nineteenth-century emergence of the popu-

lation as biopower’s target, a second strand of Foucault’s argument also
orients the studies to follow. It arises from the question, “what becomes of
the sovereign’s right to kill under the new dispensation of biopower?”
Foucault’s answer is that under biopower, the monopoly of death loses its
juridical function, and that what had indeed always been the logic of war is
internalized andmade central to the modern state. The hinge on which this
transformation turns is that of racism, which is actually Foucault’s central
topic in the entire series of 1975–6 lectures. In a remarkable passage, he
personiûes the species subject, asserting its inextricable relation to racism
and eugenics:

[R]acism does make the relationship of war – “If you want to live, the
other must die” – function in a way that is completely new and . . . quite
compatible with the exercise of biopower . . . [R]acism makes it possible
to establish a relationship between my life and the death of the other that
is not a military or warlike relationship of confrontation, but a biological-
type relationship: “The more inferior species die out, the more abnormal
individuals are eliminated, the fewer degenerates there will be in the
species as a whole, and the more I – as species rather than individual – can
live.”6
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As the Foucauldian philosopher Roberto Esposito writes, every biopolitics
is also a thanatopolitics.7

For Foucault and Esposito and for those who have built on their work,
the nineteenth-century emergence of the species as biopower’s primary
object gives a framework for study of the pseudosciences of racial difference
and degeneration and of the discourse and practice of eugenics. For
Foucault – and for Esposito and Giorgio Agamben among others – the
claim that modern state power has the living population as its primary
object is historically consequential above all because it provides
a framework for understanding fascism and the Holocaust. For all of
these writers, from the moment that biopower takes the population as its
object, it is implicitly genocidal.
The genocidal tendency in nineteenth-century technologies of power

and knowledge will not directly be my concern until we come to consider
human populations in the last part of the book. Nevertheless, Foucault
theorizes biopower as inscribing racist taxonomies in the mechanisms of
the modern state in terms that form part of the context for everything that
follows:

What in fact is racism? It is primarily a way of introducing a break into the
domain of life under power’s control: the break between what must live and
what must die. The appearance within the biological continuum of the
human race of races, the distinction among races, the hierarchy of races . . . :
all this is a way of fragmenting the ûeld of the biological that power controls.
It is . . . a way of establishing a biological-type caesura within a population
that appears to be a biological domain.8

Foucault’s work has a bitter timeliness in the pandemic times in which
I write, which have accelerated the politicization of biological life he
described and made the marking of differences – of age, ability, economic
productivity – within biological populations into a political and cultural
obsession.
In the earlier lectures of his 1975–6 course, Foucault traces the biological

racism of the nineteenth century to what he represents as the seventeenth-
century beginning of the discourse on race in the West. His large claims
about race in European history are beyond my scope here; it is a weakness,
though, that his treatment deals almost exclusively with events within
Europe and includes no accounting for wars of extermination carried out
by Europeans against Indigenous populations on ûve other continents, or
for the enslavement and forced transportation to the New World of more
than twelve million Africans. The Eurocentrism of Foucault’s writing on
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race is replicated when it is developed by Agamben and Esposito; Alexander
Weheliye pointedly asks how would “Foucault’s and Agamben’s theories of
modern violence differ if they took the Middle Passage as their point of
departure rather than remaining entrapped within the historiographical cum
philosophical precincts of fortress Europe?”9

Given its Eurocentrism, it is no surprise that Foucault’s work on race has
rarely been taken up in current critical race studies.10 Besides Weheliye’s
Habeas Viscus, the major exception has been in the writing of Achille
Mbembe, whose “Necropolitics” supplements Foucault’s history of bio-
politics with a topography of necropolitics. Necropolitics subjugates life to
death; it appears outside the nation state, in the plantation, the colony, or
in siege states like contemporary Gaza, as well as in such internally
excluded spaces as the concentration camp.11 Located in the ûeld of literary
animal studies, this book does not directly contribute to our developing
understanding of the history of race and racism; nonetheless, I write in
response to current calls for an animal studies engaged with anti-racism.12

As the texts to be discussed here think about the species category in the
context of animal life, they repeatedly come back to race in humans. This is
especially true in Darwin and his successors. All of Darwin’s work is
haunted by race; while the ûguration of species kinship as a shared circula-
tion of blood to be studied in Chapter 6 was incorporated in racist
discourse and indeed in legislation, especially in the United States; and
the discourse of totemism I will take up in Chapter 7 projects onto
Indigenous peoples in Australia and North America a post-Darwinian
crisis in the species concept of anthropology itself. As Zakiyyah Iman
Jackson writes in her study of anti-black racism in the historical conceptu-
alization of human beings as a biological species, “the categories of ‘race’
and ‘species’ have coevolved, and are actually mutually reinforcing.”13

Jackson goes on tomount a critique of work in animal studies which views
the human–animal binary as foundational for discourses of difference
among humans, including those on race. This version of animal studies
advocates “on behalf” of animals “without questioning how advocates are
constituting themselves in the process.”14 In this book, I take as my point of
departure not the supposed difference between humans and other animals,
but the ûssured and internally differentiated concept of species itself, as
applied to life on both sides of the human–animal divide. I have found
Foucault indispensable to this project, notwithstanding the Eurocentrism of
his work and the lack of attention to non-human animals that Shukin has
noted.15 Foucault’s deûnition of biopower as making life in fact makes most
sense to me as a characterization of human power over animals. This book is
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largely about how human agencymakes species; most of its work is done with
texts, and making species is certainly in part something we do with words.
But biopower as I understand it in this book is principally a force that shapes
bodies and forms of life. Human culture is founded on the manufacture of
new forms of plant and animal life, a practice that was rationalized in the
eighteenth century by Robert Bakewell, who pioneered intensive selective
breeding of farm animals, especially cattle and sheep.16 All domestic species
have emerged in a dialectical relation with human agency, sometimes in the
period of recorded history and sometimes prior to it. Like biopower as
Foucault theorizes it, selective breeding introduces a chiasmus between
what must live and what must die within the aggregated life that is its object.
Here is Donna Haraway writing about a breeder of Great Pyrenees livestock
dogs:

Weisser emphasizes love of a kind of dog, of a breed, and talks about what
needs to be done if people care about these dogs as a whole, and not just
about their own dogs. Without wincing, she recommends killing an aggres-
sive rescue dog or any dog who has bitten a child; doing so could mean
saving the reputation of the breed and the lives of other dogs, not to
mention children.17

Biopower does not moreover only make species, breeds, and races. As
Foucault says, it makes life, and at our historical moment, the link between
the power to make life and the machinery of mass death is most inextric-
able and agonizing in the industrial farms where much of the world’s meat,
egg, dairy, and ûsh production now takes place. In the nineteenth-century
texts to be studied here, this development is not yet present, though it is
intimated.
In reading these texts, I will not be distinguishing in a systematic way

between so-called wild and domesticated species; indeed, part of the aim of
my reading of Darwin will be to show that this distinction is not rigorously
sustainable. A bird to be treated in Chapter 1 provides the ûrst of several
different kinds of test case: the wood-grouse, or capercaillie, appears in an
1832 guide to woodland birds and their songs. Originally native to
Scotland, the wood-grouse had become extinct there in in the late eight-
eenth century owing to hunting and loss of habitat. It was reintroduced
from northern Europe after the Clearances had begun a process of rewild-
ing, by landlords who wished to increase the rental value of their new
estates by offering game-bird hunting. The attempted reintroduction
began in the late 1820s, ûnally succeeding a decade later.18 Who is to say
whether the resultant population is best viewed as wild or not? The fact of
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its existence – which is now once again under threat – surely belongs in the
ûeld of politics.
Many of the works to be treated in this book, including Darwin’s

Origin, are of notable aesthetic value. I will close by saying that I do not
believe this value grants them special privilege as a communicative medium
or a ground for sympathy between human and non-human animals.19 My
own understanding of the relation between politicized life and the aesthetic
in the nineteenth century, which in the broadest view is this book’s topic, is
closer to that of John Keats in “To Autumn,” discussed in Chapter 2.20 For
Keats, writing poetry about non-human living things resembles eating
them, and his poem’s concerns with making live, letting die, speciation,
food, and song are also my own in the studies that follow.
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part i

Species, Lyric, and Onomatopoeia
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chapter 1

Species Lyric

My focus in Chapters 1, 2, and 3 will be on lyric poetry, where in verse for
children and elsewhere, species began to speak during the nineteenth
century. As we will see, the stereotyping of animal utterances in onoma-
topoeias is an ancient poetic device which has always had the implication
that animals of a single species share a single voice. As early as 1819, Keats’s
“Ode” refers to the “self-same song” (65) of the nightingale that sounds the
same in 1819 as it did to Ruth when she was a gleaner in Judea. Though the
nightingale does not speak in the poem, nor is its song represented in an
onomatopoeia, these lines endow it with a species identity deûned by an
unchanging voice. Later in the nineteenth century, at a crossing of poetic
history and the history of science, onomatopoeia comes to be used as an aid
to species identiûcation, and a genre I will call species lyric emerges in
which species are personiûed and endowed with speech to describe their
own habits, diet, and appearance. A little-noticed work for children
published anonymously in 1832 was as far as I know the ûrst work in any
genre to use onomatopoeia as an aid to species identiûcation, and also
enables us to establish the generic traits of species lyric. It was titled The
Minstrelsy of the Woods, or Sketches and Songs Connected with the Natural
History of . . . British and Foreign Birds.1 It is explicitly addressed to young
readers, both in its dedication to the anonymous author’s “beloved young
relatives” and in the introductory poem, “To my Brother’s Children.” The
book’s introduction states its debt to Thomas Bewick’s History of British
Birds (1797–1804) and to Georges Cuvier’s The Animal Kingdom (pub-
lished in 1807 as Le Règne Animal). Bewick and Cuvier are indeed major
sources for Minstrelsy’s descriptions of birds’ appearance and habit; it also
draws from them fundamental principles of organization. The basic object
of study in Minstrelsy, as in Bewick and Cuvier, is the species, and the
work’s aim is to teach its readers to identify the species of birds they
encounter in the wild. Its organization is thus modeled on that which
Bewick made standard for ûeld guides to this day, with the work divided
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into sections grouping birds by families, and, within these sections,
a chapter devoted to each species. The family divisions used, however,
are not the traditional ones found in Bewick, but the six orders of Cuvier’s
classiûcation.
To the taxonomic markers of habit, plumage, and so forth that it adopts

from Bewick and Cuvier, Minstrelsy adds phonetic transcriptions of bird
calls. In some cases, these transcriptions are traditional, as when the cry of
the tawny owl is described as “well imitated by the syllables tee-whit or too-
whit, and the hollow shuddering kind of note too-whoo.”2 The book’s title
points two ways; as well as a handbook on identifying birds by their song, it
is also a miscellany of poetry about birds. While it includes long passages
from other poets including James Thomson and Charlotte Smith, much of
Minstrelsy’s poetry is original. Each of the birds it treats has a poem
dedicated to it, in many of which the birds speak for themselves, with
the syllabic transcription of their songs making a refrain. Thus, “The Song
of the Wood-Grouse”:3

You must look for me
On my mountain tree,
Where the hardy pine uncultured grows,
Where the foaming torrent wildly ûows,
There look for me,
On my mountain tree,
With my clarion note he-de-he-de-he.4

This lyric’s speaker is not exactly an individual grouse. Rather, the
lyric subject in this poem is a species, and the landscape it represents
is not a particular place but a species’ habitat, in which is set the
syllabiûed call that typiûes the species in the abstract. Formally, the
lyric’s most striking feature, shared by other poems in the volume, is
the split between the speech in which the wood-grouse describes itself
and the incorporated call that it quotes as an onomatopoeia. This split
between onomatopoeia and speech will recur in different forms
throughout the studies that follow and will open ûssures in the species
concept itself. In this chapter and the next, we will observe a generic
contrast between texts that endow animals with speech and texts that
represent their calls by onomatopoeia. In reading Darwin, we will
attend to a related problem in the representation of species when we
trace the recurrent tension in his work between representations of
species consciousness and of the automatic and involuntary behaviours
in which species identity is embodied.

10 Biopolitics and Animal Species
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Both the genres of animal onomatopoeia and that of species lyric
ûourished during the nineteenth century. We will return to onomatopoeia
in Chapter 3; species lyric will be considered here as providing clearer
examples of the emergence of biological species and populations in literary
history as collective subjects. Species lyrics with a singular speaker personi-
fying a species, as in Minstrelsy, are relatively rare. Poems in which the
species speaks in chorus, though, become common enough during the
century to be an object of parody. An example attributed to ThomasHardy
from 1912 can stand for many others. It was not published under his name,
but appeared in The Book of Baby Birds, a work for children authored by
his second wife, to characterize the yellowhammer:

When, towards the summer’s close,
Lanes are dry,

And unclipt the hedgethorn rows,
There we ûy!

While the harvest wagons pass
With their load,

Shedding corn upon the grass
By the road.

In a ûock we follow them,
On and on,

Seize a wheat-ear by the stem
And are gone. . . .

With our funny little song,
Thus you may

Often see us ûit along,
Day by day . . . . (1–16; ellipses thus in the original)

As we will see, in poetry published under his own name, Hardy resists the
idea that species are a form of collective life, as well as the use of onomato-
poeia to give such lives voice. But here, writing anonymously in what by this
time had become a conventional genre, especially in works for children, he
adheres closely to the model Sarah Waring had established eighty years
before. In this poem, the yellowhammer speaks as a species, describing its
own habits, diet, habitat, and song as aids to recognition for young readers.
Unlike Hardy, his contemporary Rudyard Kipling is committed

throughout his work to representing and distinguishing what he takes to
be species and racial types. In Part III, I will discuss the Lamarckian fables
of the Just-So Stories (1902) and the species relations in The Jungle Book
(1894). When in the latter text, Kipling writes a species lyric for monkeys,
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