
 

 

THE POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF DIGNITY:  

HUMAN DIGNITY AND THE INEVITABLE RETURNS OF ANIMALITY
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Abstract: Human dignity names a two-tier political ecology: one moral-political community 

whose members bear a special status of inviolability, and another larger community where 

violence and degradation are routine. Because ecological relations are never uni-directional, 

the routinized violence that “belongs” in interactions with nonhuman animals returns, 

normalizing violence across gendered, racialized, and politicized lines of human difference. An 

account of dignity that begins from creaturely vulnerability rather than anthropological 

exceptionalism not only better expresses key theological insights of the Christian tradition, it 

also resists the repressed and disavowed violence generated by prevalent accounts of dignity. 

(11,400 words, including notes)  

 

INTRODUCTION 

“By the time we seek to apply the norm, ‘thou shalt not kill,’ we have already lost sight of what 

and who is alive.”2 

In 1916, Mary, an elephant captive within a traveling circus, crushed Walter Eldridge, a 

newly-hired handler, to death. He had mistreated her with a bullhook during the parade into 

Kingsport, Tennessee when she stopped to chew a watermelon rind. A crowd of nearly 2,500 

people gathered to demand justice in response to the killing. Mary was beloved to many of the 

circus’ employees, having traveled for two decades with the entourage. Even so, the circus’ 

                                                 
1 I want to express gratitude to Marika Rose, Amina Humphrey, and Jonathan Rothchild, whose suggestions 

substantially improved this essay. 

2 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (New York: Verso Books, 2010), xxx. 
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owner, Charlie Sparks, acquiesced to the crowd’s demands, loaded Mary onto a railcar, and 

drove her to the rail station in the nearby town of Erwin. There, a chain was wrapped around her 

neck and she was hung—lynched—from a railroad crane. In enraged echoes of the cheers that 

accompanied her performances, the gathered crowd shouted at the suspended body, chanting, 

“Man’s dominion! Man’s dominion!”3  

Mary’s violent death exposes the welter of affective forces that wrap ideas about 

humanity, animality, masculinity, racialized community, and religious cosmology around one 

another. This tangle is not always so obviously on display as it was in Erwin, but the 

interweaving of these forces produces the very fabric of political thought and practice in the 

present—not least in the concept of human dignity.  

By itself, the story of Mary’s death raises critical questions about human dignity, 

especially about the violence that attends and sustains human dignity vis-à-vis animality. On the 

basis of such questions, this essay claims that the concept of human dignity unintentionally 

generates seemingly unrelated forms of socially embedded violence. In this vein, Pope Francis’ 

recent encyclical on inequality and environmental degradation laments that, “In practice, we 

continue to tolerate that some consider themselves more human than others.”4 On one level, 

Francis’ statement is nonsense; no member of Homo sapiens is any more human than any other. 

Nevertheless, even without context, the basic meaning of Francis’ words is familiar enough: 

Some people in our world immediately command the respect that humanity affords, while others 

persist in life-long struggle for basic corporeal necessities in families and communities routinely 

subjected to senseless disruption. What cultural habits of thought sustain such a gradient of 

                                                 
3 Mary’s story has been told in various forms, most recently as a play (“Man’s Dominion”) written by 

David Castro, performed by Tim Powell, and directed by Dennis Neal. 

4 Francis, Laudato Si’, §90; the text is available free from the Vatican website or in Encyclical on Climate 

Change and Inequality: On Care for our Common Home (New York: Melville House, 2015). 
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humanity among human beings—more for some and less for others? What conceptual apparatus 

allows such a situation to become, in Pope Francis’ words, “tolerable”?   

This essay holds together Mary’s death and Francis’ lament through a greatly expanded 

use of the term “ecology.” A “political ecology of dignity” begins from the conviction that the 

concepts regulating human-nonhuman interactions are never fully isolated from the concepts that 

structure interactions between humans.5 In this broad sense, ecology means “the patterns that 

shape our life together.” Accordingly, a political ecology of dignity describes the conceptual 

traffic across the porous boundary that ordinarily keeps thinking about politics separated from 

thinking about “nature.”6 

Human dignity and conflict are bright stars joined together in a readily apparent 

conceptual constellation. In this constellation, dignity raises a bulwark in the midst of conflict, 

protecting claimants against degradation and exploitation. One can stare at the stars for a great 

length of time, however, before one ever begins to notice the dark backdrop against which the 

constellations appear. Behind the constellation of human dignity and conflict lies innumerable 

passing references to animals and animality.7 Humanity’s dignity emerges against a dark 

backdrop of animals who lack dignity, or whose dignity is categorically different from human 

dignity. Human dignity describes a world in which the confinement or exploitation of human 

beings requires special justification (a criminal conviction, for example) while the confinement 

and exploitation of nonhuman animals remains routine. 

                                                 
5 The work of Murray Bookchin (Philosophy of Social Ecology [Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1995], for 

example) is devoted to thinking across this boundary; see also Butler, Frames, 19-20. 

6 For one excellent troubling of this boundary see Anthony Paul Smith, A Non-Philosophical Theory of 

Nature: Ecologies of Thought (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013). 

7 George Kateb’s book, Human Dignity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), for example, is 

as much about the purported deficiencies of nonhuman animals as it is about the excellences of human beings. 
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It will be my contention here that the concept of animality is more than the contrastive 

backdrop against which human dignity appears. Just as the dark space between the stars is not 

“empty,” as we imagine, but pulses with dark matter and dark energy, so also in the darkness 

behind human dignity, animality does not lie vacuous and inert. Animality is an almost-invisible 

density, a conceptual mass that bends the fabric of human dignity itself. Nonhuman animals are 

frequently described according to what is supposedly absent (reason, self-consciousness, moral 

agency), yet more powerful than a mere absence, animality casts a gravitational net that 

inexorably holds on to some human beings, so that the light of their dignity never appears, or 

appears only dimly and after struggle. I argue that the functional gradient of “humanness” that 

Francis describes above is not a regrettable and temporary failing of the humanist project to 

extend basic dignity to every human being so much as a inevitable byproduct of that effort. 

Insofar as human dignity’s historical formation is inseparable from a violent subordination of 

animality, dignity itself necessarily entangles in violent degradation those populations of human 

beings caught in animality’s gravitational field.     

Attending to the concept of human dignity within its larger ecological context shows that 

its subordination of animality beneath humanity generates a trap of normalized violence that 

routinely captures not only nonhuman animals but also those persons whose mode of being 

human does not manifestly align with normative ideals of humanity. Wherever racialized, 

gendered, and politicized norms of humanity go unacknowledged as such, this entrapment occurs 

all the more powerfully.8 In a final explicitly theological turn, I will argue that a broadened 

                                                 
8 The critique of human dignity offered here is kin (and descendent) to a number of other contestations of 

dignity’s conceptual virtue and practical value: Costas Douzinas, Human Rights and Empire: The Political 

Philosophy of Cosmopolitanism (New York: Routledge, 2007); Michael Rosen, “Dignity: The Case Against,” in 

Understanding Human Dignity, 143-54, ed. Christopher McCrudden (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

There are a number of stringent critiques of humanism within the field of critical animal studies that stand in the 

background of my argument here: Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, ed. Marie Louise Mallet, trans. 
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account of dignity as creaturely vulnerability (in contrast to the narrow dignity of 

anthropological exceptionalism) not only coheres better with the Christian tradition but also 

avoids fomenting repressed and disavowed forms of violence.  

DIGNITY AS PLACEHOLDER FOR ESSENTIAL INVIOLABILITY 

Even human dignity’s proponents describe it as a thinly articulated “placeholder 

concept,” a shell that defends the inviolability of certain basic human interests without specifying 

what it is about a human being that merits such a defense.9 There are two main reasons for this 

vagueness. First, dignity is a functional vehicle delivering consensus on human inviolability in 

intercultural, interreligious, and international contexts where interested parties disagree on what 

makes human life inviolable. The second reason is that human dignity is especially supposed to 

secure inviolability for the most vulnerable human beings—the profoundly disabled, the very 

young and very old, and refugees—and so dignity’s function depends on its universality and 

equality. All human beings possess the same dignity simply by virtue of being human. For this 

reason, although dignity is often associated with characteristics that are supposedly unique to 

human beings (for example, rationality, moral agency, language use, or self-awareness), 

                                                                                                                                                             
David Wills (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008); Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites: American Culture, the 

Discourse of Species, and Posthumanist Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003); Kelly Oliver, Animal 

Lessons: How They Teach Us to Be Human (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009); Matthew Calarco, 

Zoographies: The Question of the Animal From Heidegger to Derrida (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2008). 

9 Dignity’s importance is in its use not its articulation (James Hanvey, “Dignity, Person, and Imago 

Trinitatis,” in Understanding Human Dignity, ed. Christopher McCrudden [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 

209); dignity is a “non-interpreted” thesis that secures a practical consensus in the face of more fundamental 

disagreement (Christopher McCrudden, “In Pursuit of Human Dignity: An Introduction to Current Debates,” in 

Understanding Human Dignity, ed. Christopher McCrudden [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 1,14); 

dignity’s vagueness is both “desirable and ineliminable” (Janet Soskice, “Human Dignity and the Image of God,” in 

Understanding Human Dignity, ed. Christopher McCrudden [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 235); dignity 

is a Sehnsuchtsbegriff, an aspirational rather than a fully developed concept (Bernhard Schlink, “The Concept of 

Human Dignity: Current Usages, Future Discourses,” in Understanding Human Dignity, ed. Christopher 

McCrudden [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013], 634). 
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proponents of human dignity stop short of identifying dignity with these characteristics, because 

doing so would exclude some of the very human beings the concept means to protect.10  

To serve its political purpose, prevalent notions of dignity require considerable hand 

waving over humanity’s muddled relationship to animality. On the one hand, dignity gains 

political traction against unjust laws and unjust regimes through claiming to name something 

essential and inalienable about human beings. Human beings possess dignity simply by virtue of 

participating in humanity; by virtue of lacking humanity, no animal can claim human dignity. 

Any institution that does not respect the basic dignity of human beings, the argument runs, 

reveals itself to be illegitimate. On the other hand, when one presses the question of just what 

quality (or set of qualities) it is that sets humanity above animality, the discourse of dignity 

becomes tautological very quickly.11 While dignity’s proponents insist that dignity belongs 

inalienably to human nature, when pressed, the term “dignity” always retreats back into position 

as a “placeholder concept,” a piece of highly expedient political convention. We are all supposed 

to agree to agree that there is something essential but unnamable about ourselves that justifies the 

utter subordination of all other living creatures. In this game, human dignity is always essential 

and always indeterminate—every animal loses by design and default.   

Conceptual muddle is an intellectual vice, though often an excusable one. If human 

dignity were clearly achieving the kinds of political equality and harm-reduction it promises, this 

conceptual muddle might deserve a pass. Vagueness and misdirection are intolerable, however, 

where they mask and validate violence. In what follows, I will argue that because human dignity 

                                                 
10 Several authors distinguish between two fundamentally different kinds of dignity: an individual dignity 

(securing basic inviolability without any regard for capacities or accomplishments) and species dignity (naming the 

unique artistic, cognitive, and technological achievements that set human beings apart from other species. Gilbert 

Meilander, Neither Beast nor God: The Dignity of the Human Person (New York: New Atlantis, 2009), 1-8; Kateb, 

Human Dignity, 5-6; McCrudden, “In Pursuit,” 8-9 discusses other variations on this distinction. 

11 Kateb, Human Dignity, 11, 17, 113-15, 122. 
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routinizes novel and horrific forms of violence against nonhuman animals, it also comes to 

normalize the violent exploitation of many human beings—those caught in a conceptual shuttle 

between normative humanity and debased animality.  

HUMAN DIGNITY ROUTINIZES VIOLENCE 

Divisions between human beings and all other living creatures are a mainstay of literature 

on human dignity.12 George Kateb writes, “All other species are more alike than humanity is like 

any of them; a chimpanzee is more like an earthworm than a human being, despite the close 

biological relation of chimpanzees to human beings….Only the human species is, in the most 

important existential respects, a break with nature.”13 Kateb’s existential assertion is manifestly 

unverifiable, but it does highlight the work done by the very category “animal.” The term 

“animal” collects all the differences between earthworms, chimpanzees, eels, and elephants and 

contains them in a category that can be set in simple opposition to the term “human.”14 When the 

sharp differentiation between human beings and all other animals also marks the limits of a 

special dignity that confers inviolability on its holders, then the difference is a subordination. As 

Kelly Oliver puts it, “Animals are called as witnesses to man’s superiority.”15  

But in Western thought, this categorical distinction between humanity and animality also 

normalizes violence against nonhuman animals. Like Kateb, Thomas Hobbes sets humanity 

partially above nature: “In the natural state, because of the war of all against all, any one may 

legitimately subdue or even kill Men, whenever that seems to be to his advantage; much more 

will this be the case against animals. That is, one may at discretion reduce to one’s service any 

                                                 
12 For example: Soskice, “Human Dignity,” 231; Meilander, Neither Beast nor God, 15-18. 

13 Kateb, Human Dignity, 17. 

14 Derrida, Animal, 32. 

15 Oliver, Animal Lessons, 10-11. 
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animals that can be tamed or made useful, and wage continual war against the rest as harmful, 

and hunt them down and kill them.”16 Undeniably, nonhuman animals sometimes interact with 

one another in violent ways, but Hobbes here reduces a stunning range of nonhuman activity 

(from the stable matriarchal social structure of elephants to the interspecies cooperation between 

wolves and ravens) to an inhospitable bloodbath, and the reduction rather nakedly justifies 

human exploitation and objectification of nonhuman creatures.17 From antiquity—and dignity 

fits squarely in this history—Western politics has conceived itself as an effort to collectively 

raise human beings from an unreflective, disorganized, and “natural” forms of life into an 

intentionally ordered, virtuously arranged, and justly administered society.18 Human politics 

transcend the conditions of nonhuman life so that human beings owe one another a 

fundamentally different kind of treatment. Human dignity, then, names a two-tier political 

ecology: one moral-political community whose members bear a special status of inviolability, 

and another larger community where violence and degradation are completely normal. Where 

purportedly transcendent human politics touches down among animals, however, it does so by 

enthusiastically joining in the “continual war” originally attributed to animality. Human beings 

                                                 
16 Hobbes, On the Citizen, ed. and trans. Richard Tuck and Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1998), 105-6, quoted in Jacques Derrida, The Beast and the Sovereign I, trans. Geoffrey 

Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 30. 

17 Jacques DeWitte, “Étrangeté, intériorité et dignité de l’animal,” in Entre l’homme et l’animal: une 

nouvelle alliance? (Namur, Belgique: Presses Universitaires de Namur, 2002), 251. 

18 The analysis in Giorgio Agamben’s Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Daniel Heller-Roazen 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998) remains tremendously helpful in telling this story, see particularly 6-7, 

82-83, 109. I have argued elsewhere that the exclusion of animality from consideration in Homo Sacer is one of the 

books great (but easily remediable) faults, particularly as Agamben’s own works (The Open: Man and Animal, trans. 

Kevin Attell [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004] and The Sacrament of Language: An Archaeology of the 

Oath, trans. Adam Kotsko [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011]) provide so much of the analysis necessary to 

understand the conceptual role of animals and animality at the foundations of Western politics. See Eric Daryl 

Meyer, “The Logos of God and the End of Man: Giorgio Agamben and the Gospel of John on Animality As Light 

and Life,” in Divinanimality: Animal Theory, Creaturely Theology, ed. Stephen Moore (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2014), 146-60. 
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are agents on both tiers, but in general, human dignity raises human beings above subjection to 

the violence “naturally” characteristic of the lower tier. Human dignity establishes itself upon a 

“sacrificial structure” in which animality is constantly exposed to Hobbes’ continual war, always 

subject to what Derrida calls a “noncriminal putting to death.”19 When an animal appears, he or 

she already appears as “killable.”20   

One need not look further than the nearest grocery store to find examples of the 

routinized violent degradation of nonhuman animals. Massive changes in animal agriculture have 

occurred over the same post-WWII period in which dignity has become an important political 

concept.21 Of course, animal husbandry has always involved the violence of slaughter, but the 

rise of concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs, or factory farms) has expanded the 

violence that formerly ended more-or-less pastoral lives until it encompasses the whole span of 

an animal’s days. Some animals are only living meat. All but a tiny minority of animals involved 

in the food-production industry pass their lives in extremely cramped, often dark, spaces filled 

with the stench of urine, feces, and decay, where the expression of basic social instincts 

(maternal bonding, roosting, or play) are nearly impossible and actively discouraged (by 

amputating beaks and tails, for example). In 2015, over nine billion land animals were 

slaughtered to feed the population of the United States—twenty-eight nonhuman lives for every 

American.22  The numbers are much higher when fish are included. Industry literature 

                                                 
19 Jacques Derrida, “‘Eating Well’ or the Calculation of the Subject.” In Points . . . Interviews 1974-1994, 

ed. Werner Hamacher and David Wellbery, trans. Peter Connor and Avital Ronell (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1995), 278; further discussion in Wolfe, Animal Rites, 6. 

20 Donna Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 105-6. 

21 I am not arguing for any direct causal link whatsoever. 

22 9.2 billion nonhuman animals for roughly 320 million Americans, according to statistics from the USDA 

Livestock Slaughter Annual Summary 

(http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/MannUsda/viewDocumentInfo.do?documentID=1097) and Poultry Slaughter 

Annual Summary (http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/MannUsda/viewDocumentInfo.do?documentID=1497). These 

http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/MannUsda/viewDocumentInfo.do?documentID=1097


Political Ecology of Dignity  10 

fastidiously avoids speaking of confined animals as living subjects (measuring meat production 

in pounds and units rather than animals) and, in complicity, the majority of the population 

fastidiously avoids learning too much about the lives of the animals whose flesh occupies dinner 

plates. As a concept meant to foster moral sensitivity for voiceless and vulnerable populations, 

one might suppose that human dignity would include vocal opposition to battery cages, gestation 

crates, and feedlots, but such opposition is hard to find.23 The major difference that human 

dignity makes for the billions of animals slaughtered and served on American tables is the 

difference of subordinate exclusion, the hardening of a conceptual boundary between humanity 

and animality that renders the violence of industrial agriculture commonplace.    

Medical and psychological research on nonhuman animals relies on the same systematic 

subordination of animality beneath humanity underpinning prevalent notions of human dignity. 

Dr. Harry Harlow’s research in child development and maternal bonding presents notorious 

examples of violent exploitation in such research. Harlow subjected newborn rhesus macaque 

monkeys to up to a year of isolation in containers that he called “wells of despair” in order to 

study the effects of total social deprivation—which (unsurprisingly) turned out to be severe.24 

More recently, researchers studying traumatic brain injuries delivered repeated crushing blows to 

the heads of a variety of nonhuman animals. A review essay describes one method (among 

many) for causing this trauma: “In weight drop models, the skull is exposed (with or without a 

                                                                                                                                                             
statistics are helpfully summarized (and set in historical context) by the Humane Society of the United States 

(http://www.humanesociety.org/news/resources/research/stats_slaughter_totals.html). 

23 One exception of which I am aware is the 1997 Catechism of the Catholic Church, whose discussion of 

nonhuman animals lacks coherence, but which nevertheless argues that the needless suffering of animals is 

“contrary to human dignity” (§2418). For discussion see John Berkman, “From Theological Speciesism to a 

Theological Ethology: Where Catholic Moral Theology Needs to Go,” Journal of Moral Theology 3, no. 2 (2014): 

24-27. 

24 Harry F. Harlow, Robert Dodsworth, and Margaret K. Harlow. “Total Social Isolation in Monkeys,” 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Science (1965): 90-97; Steven Suomi and Helen Leroy. “Harry F. Harlow: 

In Memoriam (1905-1981),” American Journal of Primatology 2, no. 4 (1982): 319-42. 

http://www.humanesociety.org/news/resources/research/stats_slaughter_totals.html
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craniotomy) to a free falling, guided weight. Injury severity in these models can be altered by 

adjusting the mass of the weight and the height from which it falls….with the head being placed 

on a hard surface.”25 While the Animal Welfare Act of 1966 regulates the treatment of animals in 

laboratory settings, its loopholes are strikingly broad. Birds, rats, and mice, for example, are not 

categorized as “animals” (and, accordingly, make up approximately ninety percent of experiment 

subjects). Farm animals subjected to agricultural research are exempted from protection by the 

AWA. In every case, the AWA’s regulations stipulate only that animal pain and suffering must be 

minimized unless that suffering can be “scientifically justified.”26 Animal experimentation 

depends on a defined-but-porous boundary between animality and humanity. On the one hand, 

much medical and psychological research is only valuable if human beings and animals are 

similar enough that knowledge produced through animal experimentation is applicable to human 

beings (this analogy is increasingly contested).27 On the other hand, the way that animals are 

treated in these laboratories depends on a categorical difference in moral standing between 

human beings and nonhuman animals that allows for exploitation that would be manifestly 

unethical if performed on humans. In the context of animal research, human dignity works in two 

ways: it demands the production of knowledge through animal experimentation because of the 

high value of human life while also justifying the exploitation of animal lives and bodies by 

                                                 
25 Ye Xiong, Asim Mahmood, and Michael Chopp. “Animal Models of Traumatic Brain Injury,” Nature 

reviews. Neuroscience 14.2 (2013): 133. 

26 U.S. Code 7, ch. 54, §§2131-2159, available online at 

https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_welfare/downloads/Animal%20Care%20Blue%20Book%20-%202013%20-

%20FINAL.pdf; for discussion see Kimberly Benston, “Experimenting at the Threshold: Sacrifice, 

Anthropomorphism, and the Aims of (Critical) Animal Studies,” Proceedings of the Modern Language Association 

124, no. 2 (2009): 550. 

27 See for example: Daniel Hackam and Donald Redelmeier, “Translation of Research Evidence From 

Animals to Humans,” Journal of the American Medical Association 296, no. 14 (2006): 1731-32; B.O. Roep and M. 

Atkinson, “Animal Models have Little to Teach Us about Type 1 Diabetes,” Diabetologia 47, no.10 (2004): 1650-

56; Benston, “Experimenting,” 548. 

https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_welfare/downloads/Animal%20Care%20Blue%20Book%20-%202013%20-%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_welfare/downloads/Animal%20Care%20Blue%20Book%20-%202013%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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reinforcing a categorical difference between animality and humanity that permits radically 

different moral standards for treatment.  

To be clear, I am not arguing here that human beings could or should eradicate all 

violence from interactions with nonhuman animals (though I advocate movement in that 

direction). The subtler point is to note just how comfortably this violence is situated within a 

political ecology that embraces human dignity. The ordinary operation of major institutions of 

American life (meat production, health care) daily rely on the violence of deprivation, 

exploitation, and direct injury while simultaneously justifying this violence through the same 

categorical differentiation between humanity and animality that underpins human dignity. In 

other words, the conceptual framework that sustains human dignity normalizes and naturalizes 

regimes of violence against nonhuman animals, the granular description of which raise moral 

qualms for most people.  

Because ecological relations are never uni-directional, however, the routinized violence 

that “belongs” in interactions with nonhuman animals returns, under certain conditions, to add an 

atmosphere of inevitability and acceptability to violence among human beings. The following 

section of the essay seeks to show how dignity’s concept of animality comes to “bite back” many 

of the very human beings that human dignity is intended to protect. This hinge-point in the 

argument is aptly described by Theodore Adorno, “The possibility of pogroms is decided in the 

moment when the gaze of a fatally wounded animal falls on a human being. The defiance with 

which he repels this gaze—‘after all, it’s just an animal’—appears irresistibly in cruelties done to 

human beings, the perpetrators having to reassure themselves that it is ‘just an animal,’ because 

they could never fully believe this even of animals.”28 The social dynamic that Adorno describes 

                                                 
28 Theodore Adorno Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life, trans. E.F.N. Jephcott (New York: 

Verso, 2006), 105; see also Alastair Hunt, “Just Animals,” South Atlantic Quarterly 155, no.2 (2016): 231-46. 
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is all the more dangerous in an era when we hide the fatally wounded from sight, preventing 

ourselves from uncomfortable confrontation with the eyes, the faces, the breath of the dying.    

HUMANITY AS NORMATIVE CONCEPT 

“Whoever invokes ‘humanity’ wants to cheat.”29  

When human dignity is explained as a placeholder concept whose vagueness is necessary 

to secure a practical commitment to universal equality, one might assume that “dignity” is the 

underdetermined term in the pair. This assumption, I think, would be mistaken. Clearly enough, 

dignity mandates respect for another person’s bodily well-being and basic interests, only the 

finer details of which require negotiation. At first glance, “human” straightforwardly indicates 

the population that possesses the special dignity in question. But specifying precisely what is 

named in the attribute “humanity” (and the collective noun that it indicates) remains 

tremendously difficult in both theory and in practice. The most prominent criticisms of human 

dignity focus not on problems with dignity per se, so much as the narrow understandings of 

humanity through which it is promulgated. Such criticisms demonstrate that “humanity” is more 

often normative than descriptive, imposing disciplines of subject formation that enshrine, for 

example, individualized rationality, personal property, and national citizenship as primary 

identification.30 I am largely sympathetic with such criticism. Nowhere, however, is the 

ideological function of “humanity” clearer than in relation to animality, and nowhere are the 

practical failures of human dignity so plain as at the points where animality attaches to groups of 

                                                 
29 Carl Schmitt’s widely quoted paraphrase of Marcel Proudhon, in The Concept of the Political, expanded 

ed., trans. George Schwab (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 54-55. 

30 Douzinas, Human Rights, 34-50; Tina Beattie, “The Vanishing Absolute and the Deconsecrated God: A 

Theological Reflection on Revelation, Law, and Human Dignity,” in Understanding Human Dignity, ed. 

Christopher McCrudden (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 262; Rosen, “Dignity,” 145-46; Talal Asad, 

Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, and Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 

110-11, 129. 
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human beings. A closer examination of the way that normative conceptions of humanity 

subordinate not only nonhuman animals but also—by way of perceived associations with 

animality—other human beings contributes to a (critical) understanding of human dignity.  

Both the discourse of human dignity and the subordination of animality beneath humanity 

rely on an ambiguous conception of humanity in which “nature” is alternately assimilated and 

disavowed.31 George Kateb provides an example. On the one hand, Kateb assimilates nature to 

humanity by claiming that human beings possess dignity essentially and inalienably by virtue of 

being human. Dignity belongs to human nature. On the other hand, Kateb claims that humanity 

uniquely transcends nature: “The human species is the only species that is not only animal, the 

only species that is partly not natural, and that is therefore unpredictable in its conduct despite its 

genetic sameness from one generation to the next.”32 Nonhuman lives, Kateb thinks, are 

determined entirely by their genetic and instinctual inheritance while human beings (in some 

important sense) lack a determinate nature binding them to any single way of life. Kateb 

performs the characteristic double movement of humanity relative to nature found in many 

accounts of human dignity: nature/animality is assimilated when the need arises for a bedrock 

foundation for dignity, then is quickly disavowed insofar as humanity’s particular dignity is 

explained as a liberated superiority over animality and nature. To see the double movement of 

assimilation and disavowal at work is to recognize that the humanity secured through such 

movements is a construction, the product of culturally specific conventions of thought.33 Real 

                                                 
31 Kelly Oliver takes stock of the alternating assimilation and disavowal of animality in notions of humanity 

in what she calls the “animal pedagogy” of the human; Animal Lessons, 4-5, 20-21, 128. 

32 Kateb, Human Dignity, 11. 

33 See the excellent discussion on the concept of human nature in John Dupre, Humans and Other Animals 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 155. 
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human beings obviously inhabit the world, but any articulation of a universal “humanity” shared 

by all of them remains malleable and contestable, always a partial view. 

Hannah Arendt objects to the political deployment of “humanity” in association with 

rights or dignity because she regards it as an unwitting effort to reduce politics to biology. The 

practical question of politics “How can we live together?” can never be settled by answers to the 

question, “How do we differ in nature from other creatures?” In Arendt’s estimation, notions of 

human nature are always mythologically grounded, the product of assertion rather than 

observation. Looking at a world riven by injustice and disparity, it is not at all self-evident that 

all people are born free, with equal dignity.34 For Arendt, if we are to live together in a society 

where all enjoy equal rights and equal dignity, it is because we will have joined together to shape 

our collective according to those principles, not because such equality is a natural function of our 

origins.35 Human dignity is not a universally recognized, ready-made characteristic of human 

beings immediately available for political leverage, but a social project that must be built from 

the ground up through struggle. From the perspective of a political ecology, the problem with 

reducing politics to biology is not the mixture of two realms of thought that ought to be 

hermetically separated, it is the failure to recognize that biology itself (or what passes for biology 

in the discourse of dignity) was political from the start; there is no apolitical static order in nature 

on which to lay an incontrovertible foundation for politics.  

Insofar as humanity is inevitably a constructed category it is also a normative category. 

Every account of what humanity is includes an instructional script for what human beings ought 

                                                 
34 See discussion of the political usefulness of mythology in Asad, Formations, 56-62. 

35 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, (New York; Penguin, 1990 [1965]), 108; see discussion in Hunt, “Just 

Animals,” 235. 
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to do in order to be recognized as such.36 There are, then, contexts and persons in whom 

humanity appears immediately, and contexts and persons in whom the manifestation of humanity 

does not align with the expected performance of the norms. Normative conceptions of humanity 

are not cut from whole cloth, but arise out of contrasts with animality. The effort to produce a 

clear concept of humanity over against animality creates what Giorgio Agamben calls a “zone of 

indistinction” that catches people within the porous boundary between the two, shifted back and 

forth according to the vagaries of sociopolitical power and context.37 Ways of being human that 

differ in some way from prevailing norms are quickly associated with animality. The discursive 

production of humanity and animality thus play a role in the preconscious biases that shape 

perception of human difference—animality attaches disproportionately to members of 

disempowered populations—even where, on second thought, these biases are dismissed in the 

name of dignity and equality. The conceptual shuttle that captures people between humanity and 

animality arises in racialization, in discourses of gender and sexuality, in the medical treatment 

of the disabled and mentally ill, in colonial contexts, in the very young and the very old, and in 

discourse around criminality. Of course, the shuttling of people between animality and humanity 

is all the more powerful where these discourses overlap. Judith Butler describes the end result:  

‘The human’ works as a differential norm: let us think of the human as a value 

and a morphology that may be allocated and retracted, aggrandized, personified, 

degraded and disavowed, elevated and affirmed….Some humans take their 

humanness for granted, while others struggle to gain access to it. The term 

‘human’ is constantly doubled, exposing the ideality and coercive character of the 

norm: some humans qualify as human; some humans do not….I would suggest 

that this norm is not something that we must seek to embody, but a differential of 

power that we must learn to read, to assess culturally and politically, and to 

oppose in its differential operations.38 

                                                 
36 For examples, see Asad, Formations, 129-56. 

37 Giorgio Agamben, The Open, 15-16, 21, 26, 37; see also Homo Sacer, 8, 181. 

38 Butler, Frames, 76-77. 
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A catalogue of all the shifting perceptual patterns in which animality and humanity attach 

unevenly to human beings is far beyond the scope of this essay, but a few examples (to follow) 

clarify how association with animality dangerously routinizes the violent degradation of human 

beings.  

Prior to these examples, allow me to summarize once more, for clarity’s sake, the way 

that the discourse of dignity itself creates the cultural conditions for the gradients of humanity 

that Pope Francis laments (“some humans consider themselves more human than others”) and 

the normalized degradation that follows from them.39 Human dignity safeguards human 

inviolability through a sacrificial structure that—as a category—subjects nonhuman animals to 

killing and exploitation largely exempt from moral and legal consideration.40 The effort to 

articulate a vision of humanity that can be categorically differentiated from animality, however, 

produces accounts of humanity that coalesce around culturally specific sets of virtues and values. 

These accounts of humanity are normative and specific at multiple levels: in definition, in 

performance, and in perception. In practice, the normative characteristics of humanity (such as 

autonomy or rationality) gain recognition most immediately in American contexts where they are 

manifest in ways that align with a stereotypical masculine, white-racialized, neurotypical, able-

bodied, careerist-consumer-citizen. Those persons whose way of being human performs these 

characteristics in other ways (or who embody alternative ideals of humanity) become subject to 

capture within the “zone of indistinction” that both separates and joins humanity and animality. 

Those who are not “properly” human quickly gain perceptual and discursive associations with 

                                                 
39 Laudato Si’, §90. For variations on this argument less focused on animality than mine, see Douzinas, 

Human Rights, 111-30; Beattie, “Vanishing Absolute,” 270. 

40 For example, Kateb, Human Dignity, 117, cf. 23. 
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animality.41 The relation between humanity and animality underwrites and structures power 

imbalances across a wide range of seemingly unrelated differences.42 This political-cultural 

ecology in which humanity and animality tangle together through practical, metaphoric, and 

symbolic registers creates the social conditions in which some violence (whether state violence, 

interpersonal violence, or economic violence) provokes horror while other violence appears 

inevitable.43   

   

HUMANITIES AND ANIMALITIES 

“Humanity,” writes Alexander Weheliye “has held a very different status for the traditions 

of the racially oppressed.”44 While “humanity” appears to be a universal term that uniformly 

includes all human beings, the prevalent norms of humanity are always already racialized so that, 

in effect, human dignity is distributed unevenly across the lines of racial difference. Weheliye 

explains racialization as the ongoing legacy of a sociopolitical system that “disciplines humanity 

into full humans, not-quite humans, and nonhumans.”45  The normative racialization of humanity 

is plainly visible in the genealogy of race as a concept, especially in the explicitly white 

                                                 
41 Agamben, The Open, 37-38, 92; Butler, Frames, 94-95. 

42 The point is argued in a number of authors’ work: Aaron Gross, The Question of the Animal and 

Religion: Theoretical Stakes, Practical Implications (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), 81; Wolfe, 

Animal Rites, 167; Mark A. Roberts, The Mark of the Beast: Animality and Human Oppression (West Lafeyette, IN: 

Purdue University Press, 2008), 177-182; Aaron Bell, “The Dialectic of Anthropocentrism,” in Critical Theory and 

Animal Liberation, ed. John Sanbonmatsu (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011), 163. 

43 See Aaron Gross, on the entanglement of the ontological, practical, and symbolic discourses around 

nonhuman animals and animality; “The Question of the Creature: Animals, Theology and Levinas’ Dog,” in 

Creaturely Theology: On God, Humans, and Other Animals, eds. Celia Deane-Drummond and David Clough 

(London: SCM Press, 2009), 122, 134. 

44 Alexander Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories 

of the Human (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 8. 

45 Weheliye, Habeas Viscus, 3-4. 
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supremacist racial hierarchies—quite common from the seventeenth through the twentieth 

century—that arranged the races on scales of intelligence, moral sensitivity, “animal 

propensities,” and productivity.46 In such scales, full humanity belongs to whiteness, while 

people of color—most especially Native Americans and persons of African descent—are marked 

as subhuman, or deficiently human.47 Such hierarchies patently served the violent interests of 

white Americans in appropriating American lands and exploiting African American labor—

historical injustices that have yet to be remedied in anything but superficial ways. It is still the 

case that “black bodies are the ever-visible counterweight of a usually invisible white identity.”48 

Political discourse about what Elijah Anderson calls “black spaces” still traffics in the language 

of animality.49 Paradigmatically white fear of “the ghetto” is still a fear of a place populated by 

“hordes” that “swarm” and “seethe” with anger.50 The concomitant animalization and 

criminalization of blackness leads to disproportionately frequent and disproportionately violent 

interactions of police (and quasi-police) agents with persons of color, feeding a system of mass 

incarceration that only exacerbates racial inequities.51 In principle, human dignity belongs to all 

human beings equally. In practice, the dignity of racial minorities is held in suspense in a society 

whose institutional violence disproportionately targets and regulates the lives of people of color. 

                                                 
46 See, for example, Carolus Linnaeus’ racial taxonomy in his Systema Naturae. For a variety of other 

examples, see William James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and the Origins of Race (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2010), 37, 58-59. Widely discredited but remarkably persistent strains of sociobiology repeat 

the pseudo-scientific legacy of racialized hierarchies in the present, for discussion, see Roberts, Mark of the Beast, 

ch. 10. 

47 Roberts, Mark of the Beast, 18, 55. 

48 Jennings, Christian Imagination, 25. 

49 Elijah Anderson, “‘The White Space’,” Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 1, no. 1 (2015): 11-13. 

50 Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” Public Culture 15, no. 1 (2003): 24; Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of 

the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2004), 7. 

51 The racial inequities of mass incarceration are well-documented in Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim 

Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: New Press, 2010). 
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In the American context, dignity attaches paradigmatically to whiteness while persons racialized 

as nonwhite must be prepared at a moment’s notice to marshal sufficient evidence to demonstrate 

that they too possess a common humanity and its attendant dignity. These enduring inequities 

cannot be overcome by general assertions of dignity’s universality (e.g. “All lives matter!”) that 

do not directly confront the racialized violence that maintains them.    

The dominant heteronormative paradigm employs the subordination of animality to 

structure the conceptual relationship between masculinity and femininity in ways that 

disproportionately degrade and endanger women, as Carol Adams’ classic, The Sexual Politics of 

Meat, makes abundantly clear.52 The sexual objectification of women frequently operates by 

linking femininity to animality, often invoking routinized violence against nonhuman animals as 

metaphorical models. “Hunter/quarry” and “predator/prey” metaphors commonly describe efforts 

to establish romantic and/or sexual relations with women, even though the latter do not involve 

violent capture or consumption. As men “on the prowl” go out to “pursue” women, looking for a 

“nice catch,” the logic of the operative metaphor positions men as human and women as 

nonhuman animals, simultaneously establishing subtle expectations of violence in any encounter 

between the two. Furthermore, the imaginative register of the butcher’s shop dominates hyper-

masculine sexual fantasy; pornographic tableaus of disassociated body parts—breasts, buttocks, 

and legs—appear in utter isolation from women as speaking, thinking, complex subjects.53 

Predation and butchery appear in women’s language as well, insofar as sexual degradation may 

leave someone feeling like a “piece of meat.” Of course, “predator/prey” metaphors animalize 

                                                 
52 Carol Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory. 20th Anniversary Ed. 

(New York: Continuum, 2010), 219; David Clough, “Not a Not-Animal: The Vocation to Be a Human Animal 

Creature,” Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 1 (2013): 14;  Page DuBois, Centaurs and Amazons: Women and the 

Pre-History of the Great Chain of Being (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1982), 4; Roberts, Mark of the 

Beast, 27. 

53 Adams, Sexual Politics, 87. 
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masculinity as often as femininity, but the violent subordination of the feminine remains constant 

whether masculinity is described in human or nonhuman terms. The forms of animality 

associated with dominant ideals of masculinity (powerful drives, physical force, decisive action) 

naturalize sexual violence, while forms of animality linked to femininity position women as the 

targets (“prey”) of sexual violence. In both instances, the animalization of gender reinforces the 

power of men over women.54 Within the prevalent gender hierarchy, human subjectivity, agency, 

and political power are paradigmatically masculine, while passivity, objectification, and service 

remain paradigmatically feminine. Insofar as subjectivity, agency, and political power are 

hallmarks of the normative ideal of humanity at the foundation of human dignity, and insofar as 

human dignity also relies on the violent subordination of animality, the concept of human dignity 

surreptitiously reinforces the violent degradation of women. Accordingly, dignity falls unevenly 

across the lines of sexual difference, undermining the very equality it claims to stand for.  

Beyond these straightforward forms of animalizing degradation, as soon as people are 

pulled into animality’s gravitational field, that zone of indistinction between normative humanity 

and debased animality, even dignity itself can be weaponized against them. Saidiya Hartman’s 

Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America is a 

breath-stopping account of the ways in which the cognates of dignity—subjectivity, moral 

responsibility, autonomy—functioned as tools that extended the racialized oppression of 

American slavery into the Reconstruction and Jim Crow eras.55 White supremacist society 

attributed full humanity to the enslaved and the recently emancipated only in ways that further 

entrenched white dominance. For example, the legal decision Missouri v. Celia (1855) made 

                                                 
54 Elizabeth Johnson, Women, Earth, and Creator Spirit (New York: Paulist Press, 1993), 2-3, 14-15. 

55 Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 4-6, 116-17. 
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clear that while an enslaved woman had no legal prerogative to grant or refuse consent to sexual 

violence from the man who presumed to own her, she could still be held criminally accountable 

for resisting such violence—by execution in this case. Hartman writes, “Ironically, the slave’s 

will,” and the slave’s humanity, “was acknowledged only as it was prohibited or punished.”56 

After emancipation, the Freedman’s Bureau and the literature of Reconstruction urged liberated 

slaves to embrace ideals of independence, self-responsibility, hard work (!), thrift, and 

cleanliness. In effect, Hartman argues, such literature transforms a condition of black 

subordination to white slaveowners into an internalized self-mastery that continues to conscript 

black labor for the benefit of a white supremacist political and economic order.57 Without a 

doubt, emancipation made an enormous difference for those liberated from chattel slavery, but 

the normative ideal of humanity that was pressed upon the emancipated also functioned to 

disavow white responsibility for the material, social, and cultural impoverishment of African 

Americans. Racialized norms of autonomy, responsibility, and citizenship offered a pretext to 

blame the recently emancipated for their poverty, lack of education, and social problems, wiping 

centuries of subjugation from memory under the all-too-sudden pretense of a level playing field 

and a common humanity.58 In such instances, the often-unacknowledged cultural, racial, and 

gendered specificity of norms surrounding human dignity open up the zone of indistinction 

between humanity and animality so that the very struggle of the oppressed—the demand to be 

recognized as fully human—may be weaponized against them.    

Of course, I am calling attention to the inequalities and violence that the concept of 

human dignity explicitly resists. The fact that some people weaponize human dignity as a tool of 

                                                 
56 Hartman, Scenes, 82, see the larger discussion 80-110. 

57 Hartman, Scenes, 127, 134. 

58 Hartman, Scenes, 116-118. 
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oppression does not, in itself, invalidate efforts to use human dignity to safeguard the interests of 

the oppressed—abusus non tollet usum. Wherever people gain genuine social equality under the 

banner of human dignity, celebration is the proper response. Proponents of human dignity as a 

political concept see the historical (and ongoing) oppressions described above as failures to 

recognize the dignity of human subjects, as territory that progress has not yet reached. However, 

if human dignity is working in these instances to solve a problem that it (unwittingly) creates and 

sustains, then it is naive to think that the forward march of humanism will eventually extend full 

human dignity in equal measure to all people. Where the violent “abuse” of a concept is a more-

or-less direct implication of its best-intentioned “uses,” then scrutiny is appropriate even in 

seemingly innocuous instances of its employment. Because a strong distinction between 

humanity and animality is intrinsic to the concept of human dignity and because humanity 

(celebrated and elevated) and animality (disavowed and repressed) are distributed unevenly 

across many lines of human difference, human dignity inadvertently normalizes violence against 

those whose being-as-human does replicate prevailing norms of humanity.  

In light of the dangers inseparable from human dignity’s promise, one response—with 

which I feel some sympathy—would be to abandon the concept of dignity altogether. Rather than 

remaining at the moment of critical refusal, however, I want to press toward an alternative 

political ecology. Specifically, I will describe a dignity that does not leverage inviolability out of 

the subordinate differentiation of humanity and animality but which, instead, attaches dignity 

animality itself through a common-but-differentiated creaturely vulnerability. In such a political 

ecology, dignity prizes relations of interdependence and difference rather than presupposing an 

ahistorical equality of essence. If prevalent notions of dignity instigate a violently allergic 

response to difference, then perhaps an account of dignity centered in animality may prove more 
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capacious for creaturely alterity and less prone to unwittingly underwriting oppression. Having 

examined the cultural conditions that allow us to “tolerate that some consider themselves more 

human than others,” constructive theological reflection may contribute to a political ecology in 

which dignity functions more generously.  

AN ECOLOGICAL POLITICS OF DIGNITY IN THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Blood. Since blood already nourishes the logic of binding and division within the 

separate discourses of humanity, animality, ecology, dignity, and theology, perhaps blood is a 

good place to begin the reconfiguration of the relations between these discourses.59 One strain of 

dignity’s conceptual genealogy lies in distinctions between different kinds of blood: royal blood, 

noble blood, common blood.60 In the same centuries that North-Atlantic culture stopped using 

blood to cut distinctions of class, it began using blood to carve out racial lineages, with even 

greater pseudo-hygienic anxiety about mixture.61 The ongoing legacies of these class and race 

taxonomies still spill blood in the present even though we now know that these blood lines were 

no more than an incredibly powerful political myth dividing one human from the next. In 

response, human dignity weaves another powerful political myth, one that aspires to unite 

humanity. It works, however, by positing an unbridgeable chasm between human blood—the 

shedding of which is a matter of grave concern—and nonhuman blood, which may be shed 

routinely with little moral or legal justification. Yet, from both an ecological and an aesthetic 

perspective, spilled blood looks much the same no matter whose veins it flows from. Blood is a 

visceral reminder of our basic dependence on one another as creatures, our vulnerability and our 

                                                 
59 The connections in this paragraph are indebted to Gil Anidjar, Blood: A Critique of Christianity (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 1-30. 

60 Rosen, “Dignity,” 145. 
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proximity to violence. Those among earth’s creatures who eat flesh take nourishment from 

bodies sustained by blood. Those among us who eat only plants still rely, if only indirectly, on 

the violent economy of blood to clear away competition for our territory and food. All of us need 

oxygen circulating in our blood. As much as we humans may rank creatures one over another, 

our social and political distinctions never escape the larger context of an ecological kinship, in 

which we are all bound by blood. Of course, the theological history of blood contributes 

additional layers of complexity. In the sacramental and symbolic thought of Christian theology, 

blood is the instrument of both sacrifice and community. Pushed by the heartbeat of God’s Spirit, 

both the blood of atonement and the blood of the Eucharist are the life of the Church, Christ’s 

body.62  Prior to that, the paradox of divine incarnation entails that creaturely blood is capable of 

bearing the life of God. In Christ, God depends on the created economy of blood—from an 

umbilical blood-bond with Mary of Nazareth, to pneumatic exchange of oxygen and carbon 

dioxide, to the life-blood of the lamb and fishes that Jesus consumed.63  

With these links in mind, we can propose an alternate political ecology of dignity that 

starts from vulnerability rather than species membership.64 Every living creature holds dearly its 

bodily well-being; every creature struggles to preserve whatever measure of well-being it enjoys. 

Every life, such as it is, can go much worse. Vulnerability is perhaps too weak a word, but I 

mean to evoke the knowledge carried in each body’s unique weight and movement, that any turn 

of events can bring bloody wounds from which there can be no recovery. A careless misstep on 

                                                 
62 I do not mean to endorse a substitutionary view of the atonement here, though the historical and 

conceptual resonance for those who hold such a view certainly ought to be clear. There are other ways of thinking 

about the theological significance of Jesus’ bloody death. 

63 Luke 22, 24. 

64 See Cynthia Willett, Interspecies Ethics (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 37-38 for a 

critique of and alternative to accounts of interspecies ethics based in vulnerability and interdependence. 
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my part or any act of negligence or violence on someone else’s part can destroy all that makes 

my life good. But such vulnerability is a feature of life generally, not just human life. A 

sympathetic recognition that all creatures share my condition of precarity can (and should) 

imbue interactions with moral seriousness.65 Moreover, every creature’s well-being is linked, in 

some measure, to the well-being of all its neighbors. Even predators depend on the general health 

of their prey species. Susceptibility to harm is a universal feature of creaturely life, but it is 

differentiated according to the particular interests that define well-being for every creature. The 

fact that penguins, sloths, and human beings have very different interests and are susceptible to 

very different harms (not to mention intra-species variation!) entails that honoring the dignity of 

each will require specific familiarity that can only emerge from attentive co-existence. Prevalent 

accounts of dignity not only define dignity according to the bounded-set logic of species 

membership, but assume that one can speak comprehensively about a person’s dignity without 

knowing anything specific about the person. An political ecology of dignity grounded in 

vulnerability begins from a responsibility to pay attention, such that “What kind of creature are 

you?” is not the question that ends moral and political reflection, but is the necessary first query 

on the way to asking, “How can we (all) live together?”66 

 The life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth negates the stable theological system in which 

God anchors a descending hierarchy of dignity that begins from divine fullness and ranks 

creatures according to degrees of complexity or consciousness right down to the lowly worm. In 

                                                 
65 This is the logic behind Jeremy Bentham’s framing question with regard to nonhuman animals; “The 

question is not, ‘Can they reason?’ nor ‘Can they talk?’ but, “Can they suffer?’” An Introduction to the Principles of 

Morals and Legislation (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1907), n.122; see discussion in Derrida, Animal, 27-29. 

66 I mean to invoke the sustained, reflective modes of attention described in Valerie Plumwood, 

Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason (New York: Routledge, 2002), ch. 8; Simone Weil, 

“Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a View to the Love of God,” in Waiting for God, trans. Emma 

Craufurd (New York: Harper, 2009), 57-65; Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (New York: HarperCollins, 

1974), ch. 1. 
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word and act, Jesus showed that God keeps solidarity with the excluded and oppressed in priority 

over the interests of the powerful. He persuaded the disabled, the common poor, prostitutes, tax 

collectors, and foreigners that God takes special interest in their prayer and fidelity. Where rulers, 

religious leaders, and the rich claimed a special dignity that set them above common people, 

Jesus persistently located himself among those whose dignity went unrecognized. The theology 

pervading Jesus’ teaching places God among the same people: “Blessed are the poor,” “The first 

shall be last,” “Go out and invite the sick and the lame…” Jesus’ concept of God, like Jesus’ own 

creaturely manifestation of divine life, undermines what Tina Beattie diagnoses as our “idolatry 

of power invested in the idea of God.”67 Jesus’ followers have consistently resisted his example 

and his central theological message, using ministries, offices, and orders for sociopolitical 

leverage more often than cultivating relations of quiet interdependence and mutual service. As 

Beattie notes, we have often missed God altogether precisely by looking for the apex of dignity, 

rather than the nadir. “God is the exception, the excluded other who makes the human sacred—

who divinizes the human, according to classical theology—by the emptying out of sacred 

divinity into the sacred humanity of Christ (a theological term known as kenosis).”68   

To Beattie’s insightful critique, I would only add that we miss the point altogether if we 

think that God’s kenotic identification with humanity raises human beings to a special dignity 

that exempts them from constitutive relations of moral and spiritual responsibility with fellow 

creatures.69 Theological arguments for human dignity all-too-frequently repeat the modern habit 

of cutting redemption from creation, as if God’s work in Jesus applied primarily or exclusively to 

human beings. In becoming flesh, God bears the ecological vulnerability of all flesh—which is to 
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say, constitutive mutual involvement—the exuberant singularity and basic peril of materiality.70 

The shock of the incarnation undermines the hierarchy of humanity over animality no less than 

the hierarchy that falsely elevates the rich, the masters, and the rulers. Jesus of Nazareth’s 

animality bears the divine no less than his humanity. In Christ, divine dignity includes vulnerable 

dependence on the nurture of Joseph and Mary; it includes instinctual fear, anger, and hunger; it 

includes vital dependence on the vegetable and animal bodies of fellow creatures (and the gut-

bacteria that render their nutrients available to human cells); it is a dignity that embraces lepers 

and touches the unclean, skin meeting skin without fear. Moreover, God’s Spirit called and 

prepared Jesus for the intensity of his ministry by sending him out to live, according to Mark’s 

gospel, “with the wild animals.”71 A theological ecology of dignity should start by dismantling 

theology’s traditional disavowal of animality. Theologians are perhaps uniquely positioned to 

insist that human dignity must be thoroughly ecological in order to adequately describe God’s 

work in history. Instead, theologians are more often standard-bearers for dignity-as-

anthropological-exceptionalism, cheerleaders for the disavowal of animality wherein 

Enlightenment humanism returns to consume the oppressed.  

Though it is not obvious at first glance, one of the most important shifts that takes place 

in the transition from dignity as species-membership to dignity as vulnerability is preference for 

a capacious emphasis on creaturely difference rather than a normative assumption of sameness. 

Prevalent concepts of human dignity gain political traction through the assumption of a common 

essence that inheres invisibly within all human beings—a fundamental sameness that must 
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regard differences as superficial in order to invalidate the prejudices that attach to them. Above, I 

labored to show how dignity’s normative assumption of sameness feeds into a cycle of violent 

degradation insofar as ingrained patterns of perception attach “sameness” to some human bodies 

more immediately than others, generating the gradients of humanity that Francis laments. 

Understanding another’s vulnerability requires not only understanding the personal contours of 

well-being for each (for example, I thrive with periods of solitude while others require frequent 

social gatherings), but also requires attention to the social and political structures (racialized 

patterns of state violence, for example) that unevenly distribute vulnerability across lines of 

human difference. Rather than rigidly structuring interactions around assumptions of 

essentialized sameness or essentialized difference, dignity ought to set us into encounters of 

mutual curiosity and discovery, finding points where our vulnerabilities and flourishing resonate 

in common. And such curious discovery of dignity can illuminate and transform interspecies 

encounters as much as those between human beings. Separating a rattlesnake hatchling from its 

mother at two weeks of age would represent no insult to the dignity of either snake; they are 

almost certain to have separated already. Separating a dairy calf and a mother shortly after birth 

(standard practice in the dairy industry) cuts short the social bonding instinct of both calf and 

mother and insults the dignity of both. If dignity is a name for the fragility of life’s goodness, the 

tenuous struggle to attain basic well-being (or at least stave off incapacitating wounds), then 

understanding and respecting any creature’s dignity—human or nonhuman—requires sustained 

attention to each life’s particular excellences, interests, and vulnerabilities.72 

                                                 
72 See John Berkman’s description of a “theological ethology” in, “Theological Speciesism,” 33. In 

developing a theological ethology, I would resist Berkman’s reliance on each creature’s “nature” (i.e. “flourishing 

according to its nature”), which functions as an analogue to “essence.” For another effort to describe a theological 

ethology, see Eric Daryl Meyer, “They Fell Silent When We Stopped Listening,” in Turning to the Heavens and the 

Earth: Theological Reflections on a Cosmological Conversion, Essays in Honor of Elizabeth A. Johnson, eds. Julia 

Brumbaugh and Natalia Imperatori-Lee (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2016), 26-44. 
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Species difference is clearly still relevant to the particular dignity of every creature, but 

once the allergic boundary between humanity and animality is abandoned, species difference is 

no longer the sole factor determining whether or not a creature deserves moral and political 

consideration. On the basis of the “uncanny kinship” with our nonhuman neighbors, we can 

begin to conceive of dignity in terms of a common-but-differentiated vulnerability that requires 

ecological attention and ecological curiosity.73 Essentialized sameness and essentialized 

difference are dangerous shortcuts that distract from the real work of honoring one another’s 

dignity, whether among our fellow humans or our creaturely neighbors. The refusal of such 

shortcuts allows an account of creaturely dignity rooted in vulnerability to escape from worries 

about a kind of “biologism” (also “reductionism” or “continuism”) raised—for very different 

reasons—by traditional defenders of human dignity and animal-rights activists alike. While 

vulnerability names a common condition of all creatures, it is inescapably differentiated 

according to the interests and excellences of each and therefore cannot flatten the differences 

between creatures into a swamp of undifferentiated “life.”74    

Conceived as a “transcendental kernel” lodged in the invisible interior of every human 

being, prevalent accounts of human dignity focus on isolated individuals, undermining the social 

and relational formation of all persons.75 Dignity-as-vulnerability locates dignity within the 

social and ecological interdependence that sustains living creatures, not prior to and apart from 

such connections. Creaturely dignity is an eco-political convention that formalizes relations 

                                                 
73 DeWitte, “Étrangeté,” 252, 254-55; Johnson, Women, 29, 34. 

74 Examples of worries about anthropological reductionism: Kateb, Human Dignity, 17, 122; Meilander, 

Neither Beast nor God, 10-18; Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology: The Works of God (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 56-58. Examples of resistance to “biologism” within critical animal studies: David Clough, 

On Animals: Volume I, Systematic Theology (New York: T&T Clark, 2012), 43-44; Derrida, Animal, 30, 92. 

75 The phrase is Rosen’s, “Dignity,” 146. 
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between creatures to inculcate mutual respect. Accordingly, dignity is a function of exchange—

particularly of just exchange—in which filling specific ecological-political roles contributes in 

some way to the good of the larger living collective. Such roles are even more diverse than 

creatures themselves. As Cynthia Willett argues, modern humanist notions of human self-hood 

and subjectivity (the normative ideals that ground accounts of essential dignity) assume 

“structurally homologous moral subjects” (ironically, perfectly replaceable) and cannot take into 

account ecological interdependence and interspecies relations; they are too brittle to handle 

genuine difference.76 A tree’s dignity is not simply one instantiation of a general quality of tree-

ness, but a function of the relations of dependence that provide habitat to any number of 

terrestrial, subterranean, and avian creatures, trap carbon and stabilize the soil, shade and cool 

the earth, and produce the oxygen other creatures need for respiration. Traditional accounts of 

dignity, particularly those indebted to Kant, repress the truth that to be a living creature 

necessarily entails using other creatures and being used by other creatures by locating dignity 

outside these relations in an isolated sphere where a creature is an end-unto-itself. Nevertheless, 

no creature is simply “replaceable”; our relations of interdependence are always particular, or, to 

expand conventional use of the term, personal. Industrialized agriculture masks, but cannot 

eradicate, the particularity of creaturely dependence; if one eats beef, one does not consume 

some quantity of a general substance, but this cow. Dignity-as-vulnerability refuses the block-

thinking that creates classes of living creatures without individuals, not because individuals are 

sacred unto themselves, but because vulnerability is always lived within concrete relations of 

interdependence and exchange.    

                                                 
76 Willett, Interspecies Ethics, 6; Wolfe, Animal Rites, 6-8; Oliver, Animal Lessons, 32-33. 
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Undoubtedly, attentive readers have already raised the major challenge to an ecological 

account of dignity rooted in common-but-differentiated vulnerability: In point of fact, relations 

of interdependent exchange are frequently relations of violence and consumption. Suggesting 

that dignity might inhere within relations of predation, for example, would seem to render the 

inviolability associated with dignity almost meaningless. I began my constructive remarks with a 

discussion of blood, in part, to prevent any trivializing sentimentality about what is at stake in 

vulnerability and interdependence.77 It would be naive to think that dignity-as-vulnerability could 

or should end such violence; but, it is worth reiterating that dignity-as-human-inviolability 

incubates violence and harm in its own way. Attending to harm and violence directly within an 

explicitly ecological frame of reference may allow us to rethink our own human dependence on 

violence, rather than simply masking it with a two-tier political ecology whose repression of 

animality returns to harm those it purports to protect. In cases where one creature’s well-being 

requires doing harm to another, dignity-as-vulnerability would suggest that such harm should be 

minimized in scope (the amount of a creature’s well-being that is harmed), duration (the length 

of time in which the harm occurs), and severity (the degree to which a creature is harmed). It is 

possible, in other words, to harm another creature while still honoring that creature’s dignity. 

Vulnerability names a susceptibility to being wounded, but not all wounds are equally painful, 

nor are all methods of wounding equally destructive. As models of this kind of honor and 

respect, I am thinking of traditional and indigenous forms of animal husbandry and hunting, in 

which bonds of interspecies respect (and in the case of husbandry, direct care) shape relations 

                                                 
77 Lisa Sideris helpfully critiques a naive confusion in much theological use of terms like “community” and 

“interdependence”; Environmental Ethics, Ecological Theology, and Natural Selection (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2003). 
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that end in fatal harm.78 While both involve violence and slaughter, there is a world of 

difference—especially for the animal killed—between the routinized degradation of industrial 

agriculture and the ritualized dignity instilled through many indigenous practices.79 I am also 

thinking of predation among nonhuman species. For a variety of reasons, predators seek to harm 

their prey quickly and all at once. Aside from the moment of predation, the well-being of 

members of the prey species is very much in the best interests of predators, who mostly allow 

members of prey species the space to struggle for their own well-being. To reflect on such 

examples is not an attempt to derive a fully-formed politics from a static natural order, so much 

as an effort to think about political commitments and values without conceding the too-easy 

divorce of humanity from its larger ecological context. The wager of this account, in short, is that 

it is better to directly acknowledge, ritualize, and minimize violence than to disavow and repress 

it through dubious distinctions (such as that between humanity and animality), since the latter 

strategy reproduces violence in forms that can never be fully acknowledged or contained.  

Ecological attention to the dignity that inheres in vulnerability obviously cuts against the 

categorical differentiation of humanity from animality, it obviously presents a critique of regimes 

of degradation that submerge lives from birth to death within efficiency-driven industrial 

agriculture, it calls for absolutely minimal exploitation of nonhuman animals in research, and for 

greater attention to the habitat needs of other species. Less obviously, dismantling the singular, 

                                                 
78 A few scattered examples: Clara Sue Kidwell, Homer Noley, and George Tinker. A Native American 

Theology (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2001), 41; Tim Ingold, “Hunting and Gathering As Ways of Perceiving the 
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Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics, ed and trans. Peter Skafish (Minneapolis: Univocal, 2014), 140-44. 
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normative notion of “humanity”—what Sylvia Wynter calls “Man”—nourishes resistance to the 

racialized, gendered, ableist, and colonial violence generated through facile and discriminatory 

associations with animality.80 The point of making this connection, however, is not to analogize 

or compare (much less order) the oppression of any human beings with that of any nonhuman 

animals. Nor is it to suggest that we must transform cultural conceptions of humanity and 

animality before we can effectively work for justice within human societies.81 Rather, the point is 

to attend to the practical and conceptual feedback loops that link various forms of oppression and 

injustice in order to cultivate alliances of resistance. Exposing the hidden contradictions and 

disavowed violence of normative conceptions of humanity turns out to be in the best interests of 

the vast majority of earth’s creatures, even as many will focus their resistance on different facets 

of that norm. Attending to vulnerability with care can produce an account of dignity that is self-

reflective and self-critical about the ecological politics of difference in multiple registers. 

Currently prevalent notions of human dignity arrogate for humanity a managerial supervision of 

“nature” by purporting to describe a universal transcendence inherent to human beings—ideas 

that, in practice, insulate the interests of the most powerful human beings and validate the 

subordination and control of those human beings whose humanity differs from the norms 

endemic to power. 

CONCLUSION 

The conclusion that writes itself for this essay begins drawing pathos-laden parallels 

between the executions of Mary the Elephant, suspended from a railroad crane in Tennessee and 

Jesus of Nazareth, pinned to a Roman cross. Tempting as the parallel is, I do not want to depict 

                                                 
80 Greg Thomas, “Proud Flesh Inter/Views: Sylvia Wynter,” ProudFlesh: New African Journal of Culture, 

Politics, and Consciousness 4 (2006); cited and discussed in Weheliye, Habeas Viscus, 23. 

81 Common pitfalls within critical animal studies. See Weheliye, Habeas Viscus, 9-11. 
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Mary as a nonhuman Christ-figure or ascribe to Jesus a cosmic-victimhood manifest in a divine 

identification with Mary. Instead, I want to conclude by focusing on the crowds that turned both 

deaths into frenzied spectacles of degradation, on the political theology that generates those 

scenes. Both the crowd that shouted “Crucify, crucify!” and the crowd that shouted, “Man’s 

dominion! Man’s dominion,” I would suggest, voiced indignation arising from a sense that the 

captives before them had transgressed a theological and political hierarchy of dignity. Both 

crowds rallied around narrow conceptions of dignity in contagions of exclusionary unification 

that would be satisfied by nothing less than the destruction of a vulnerable body. Let me 

conclude, then, with a few questions: When we describe and defend accounts of human dignity 

that allow for the violent subordination of animality, what kind of crowd do we facilitate? What 

political ecology of difference develops within and around such a crowd? How “near” is the 

Realm of God to such a crowd? What shifts in theological interest or emphasis would cultivate 

collectives better attuned to our common-but-differentiated creaturely vulnerability? How—

before God, in God’s name—can we attend to the blood and flesh of our common creaturely 

wounds?  


