
Unveiling the Intricate World of Animal
Representations and Biopolitical Subjectivity:
Critical Perspectives On
Animals have always held a profound fascination for humans. Whether they are
seen as companions, sources of food, or even spiritual entities, animals have
played a significant role in shaping our cultures and societies. However, beyond
their physical presence, animals also hold symbolic meanings and serve as
powerful representations of social, political, and even biopolitical subjectivity. In
this article, we delve into the intricate world of animal representations and explore
critical perspectives on their connection to biopolitical subjectivity.

The Power of Animal Representations

From ancient cave paintings to modern-day media, animals have been depicted
and represented in various forms. These representations often carry deep
symbolic meanings that go beyond mere aesthetic value. Ancient Egyptian
culture, for example, associated certain animals with specific gods and
goddesses, attributing divine characteristics to both the deities and the animals
themselves.

Animal representations also serve as metaphors for human experiences and
behaviors. In literature, for instance, animals are often used to convey human
emotions, desires, and conflicts. George Orwell's iconic novel "Animal Farm"
employs a range of animal characters to critique political ideologies and expose
the corrupt nature of power.
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Furthermore, animals are frequently employed as propaganda tools in political
discourse. National symbols frequently feature animals, imbuing them with the
collective identity and values of a nation. Think of China's panda, England's lion,
or Russia's bear – all used as powerful symbols of national pride and strength.

Biopolitical Subjectivity: Animalization and Identity

At the intersection of animal representations and human subjectivity lies the
concept of biopolitical subjectivity. Biopolitics, a term introduced by French
philosopher Michel Foucault, refers to the politics of managing and controlling
populations based on the biological characteristics and needs of individuals.

Animals have long been used as a means of exerting power and control over
individuals and groups. Through the process of animalization, certain individuals
or marginalized groups are dehumanized and stripped of their agency. This
biopolitical strategy devalues their lives and legitimizes oppressive practices.
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The representation of animals in relation to specific human groups can reinforce
stereotypes and perpetuate power imbalances. For example, the association of
certain animal traits with specific racial or ethnic groups can result in the
appropriation of these traits as negative stereotypes, reinforcing social
hierarchies.

Moreover, the commodification of animals and their production for human
consumption is deeply entangled with biopolitical subjectivity. Animal agriculture,
for instance, relies on the instrumentalization and exploitation of animals on a
massive scale. This practice not only raises ethical concerns but also reflects how
biopolitical subjectivity can shape our relationship with animals and our
environment.

Countering Biopolitical Subjectivity through Critical Perspectives

A critical lens can help us unravel the hidden mechanisms of biopolitical
subjectivity and foster a more nuanced understanding of our relationship with
animals. By questioning dominant representations and challenging power
imbalances, critical perspectives aim to subvert and resist oppressive practices.

Art, for example, can serve as a powerful medium for challenging biopolitical
subjectivity. Artists such as Sue Coe and Damien Hirst have used animal
representations in their work to provoke conversations about animal rights,
environmental degradation, and our moral responsibility towards non-human
beings.

Similarly, critical animal studies and animal rights activism advocate for the
recognition of animals as individuals with their own inherent worth, rather than
mere resources for human use. These perspectives highlight the



interconnectedness of humans, animals, and the environment, promoting a more
ethical and sustainable approach to our interactions with animals.

Animal representations are not mere aesthetic creations but powerful symbols
that hold complex meanings within our societies. When examined through a
critical lens, these representations reveal the intricate connections between
animal representations and biopolitical subjectivity.

By critically analyzing these connections, we can challenge oppressive practices,
promote animal rights, and foster a more compassionate and sustainable world.
Animals, with their rich and diverse presence in our cultures, hold the potential to
transform our societies and nurture a more inclusive understanding of subjectivity.
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Colleen Glenney Boggs puts animal representation at the center of the making of
the liberal American subject. Concentrating on the formative and disruptive
presence of animals in the writings of Frederick Douglass, Edgar Allan Poe, and
Emily Dickinson, Boggs argues that animals are critical to the ways in which
Americans enact their humanity and regulate subjects in the biopolitical state.
Biopower, or a politics that extends its reach to life, thrives on the strategic
ambivalence between who is considered human and what is judged as animal. It
generates a space of indeterminacy in which animal representations intervene to
define and challenge the parameters of subjectivity. The renegotiation of the
species line produces a tension that is never fully regulated. Therefore, as both
figures of radical alterity and the embodiment of biopolitics, animals are
simultaneously exceptional and exemplary to the biopolitical state. An original
contribution to animal studies, American studies, critical race theory, and
posthumanist inquiry, Boggs thrillingly reinterprets a long and highly contentious
human-animal history.
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