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And so, the animal looked back …

Introduction: Borderlines are for Dissolving
◄Philip Monk 

And so, the animal looked back… is a play in two 
parts supplemented by a short story. The play is a 
philosophical laboratory, without an underpinning 
rationalistic apparatus, that asks the question of our 
relation to animals, particularly as defined in the 
Cartesian epoch.

Epochs define our relations to animals. Another 
relation to animals from that which we commonly 
practice would open a new epoch. Whether or not this 
would correspond to an age-old eschatological desire 
“that on the last day, the relations between animals 
and man will take on a new form, and that men will be 
reconciled with his animal nature,” we do not know.1 
Eschatology has always been mixed up with our 
intimate association with animals, for good or bad.

From the beginning, man defines himself as distinct 
from animals. In that very distinction, he sees himself 
as human. In this beginning, the beginning of himself, 
he is man. First borderline: a borderline that is not to 
be crossed. Not merely a border between species, this 
decision inaugurates both time and history.

And so, the animal looked back… is a play all 
about borderlines—but also about their dissolution. 
Borderlines are for dissolving. Time and history, too. 
Time and history only end in cataclysms, such as in the 
floods that begin and end each part of the play. Floods 
dissolve: space, time, individual identity.
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A cataclysm, the flood comes to dissolve all 
boundaries. But in ending one epoch and beginning 
another, divisions begin again. An illuminated 
medieval manuscript of the story of the Biblical 
flood reveals Noah’s ark as a classification grid, 
including even fantastic animals. A form of organizing 
knowledge, classifying follows “scientifically” on first 
naming, the latter the despotic Biblical right given 
to man (himself created as a likeness) to subject and 
dominate animals. 

And if after another cataclysm man separated himself 
from the human, now as overman or superman, he 
would raise the right to name to the power to create 
life, like Dr. Frankenstein. In the play, this last man, left 
alone by the flood, in order to ask himself the question 
of who he was, made automatons, which were mixtures 
of human and animal. (This elevated form of tool 
making joins space-age scientist to primitive cave man, 
the laboratory and cave being linked locales of the 
play.) These philosophical toys—and sometimes sexual 
playthings—complicate the issue by questioning 
back through their returning gazes. In this look 
into another’s eyes the certainty of species division 
dissolves. The authoritative “I” gives way in a slippage 
of the Cartesian subject.2

So, in the recursive structure of this play, permeation 
permutes identity as the characters unconsciously 
repeat situations and the lines of others, the last man 
coming undone in this repetition of questioning of 
being by his automaton Others. Then, once more, the 
laboratory primatologists of Part Two repeat lines from 
the automatons of Part One. But now they are answered 
by a new Other—the oldest: an animal. And so, what if 
the animal not only looked back but also responded; 
that is, not only looked back but also spoke?3 Here 
would be an epoch-making enunciation!

Notes:
1. Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, trans. Kevin Attell 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 3.
2. “I am not I any longer when I see. This sentence is at the bottom of 

all creative activity. It is just the exact opposite of I am I because 
my little dog knows me.” Gertrude Stein, Henry James in Writings 
1932 – 1946 (New York: The Library of America, 1998), 149.

3. The play’s title is derived from Jacques Derrida’s book The 
Animal That Therefore I Am (L’animal que donc je suis).


