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“Contact Zones”: Animality, 
Womanhood, and the Inadequacies of 
Reason in Elizabeth Costello

Michelle O’Brien

In “‘Greening’ Postcolonialism: Ecocritical Perspectives,” Graham 
Huggan argues that in J. M. Coetzee’s novella The Lives of 
Animals, the “continued mistreatment of animals” is shown to be 
“inseparable from the arrogant belief in sovereign reason, a belief 
that has historically been used to legitimize dominion over the 
entire animal kingdom, as well as over large numbers of allegedly 
‘inferior’ members of the human race” (710). Following Huggan’s 
intervention, this paper explores how reason and rationality 
in Elizabeth Costello—an extension of The Lives of Animals—are 
complicated by the titular protagonist as she engages with animal 
rights through the arts, affect, and sympathy rather than through 
rational philosophical thought alone. Specifically, I argue that 
Elizabeth Costello’s examination of alternatives to reason is not 
only useful for mitigating how animals are rendered as irrational 
and therefore inferior subjects, but also how women are treated 
as the “inferior” beings that Huggan identifies. Throughout the 
text, Coetzee not only uses Costello as exemplary of an intelligent 
woman who is nevertheless not taken seriously due to her critiques 
of (and attempts to circumvent) reason, but also makes apparent 
some of the connections between the depictions of animals and 
women; indeed, Coetzee’s depiction of Costello at times suggests an 
equivalency between animals as irrational beings and women who 
place primacy on emotion over reason. While Costello’s analyses 
appear convoluted at times (as they seem to oppose reason while still 
relying upon the formulation of a traditional rational philosophical 
argument), I propose that the complexities in her discussion are in 
part indicative of a material ecofeminist standpoint: a theoretical 
field that explores the intersections between women and nature, 
and argues against a dichotomy between nature and culture, or 
affect and reason, instead viewing these structures to be always 
already intertwined (Grosz 44).1 In rereading Costello’s statements 
through this iteration of material ecofeminism—one that connects 
women to nature without suggesting they are intrinsically linked—
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her contentions gesture toward the possibility for reason and 
rights and relationships based on sympathy to coexist, while also 
unsettling the supremacy of Western reason in general.

In order to grasp the alternative method of engaging with 
nonhuman animals that Costello proffers, it is important to first 
identify the aspects of the Western philosophical tradition of 
reason that she attempts to complicate. Elizabeth Anker’s analysis 
of Costello’s discussion perhaps most succinctly identifies both the 
inadequacies of reason and rationality alone when dealing with 
nonhuman animal subjectivities, as well as the bearing that this 
has on how humans are treated. As Anker describes, Costello’s 
arguments potentially “point to the foreclosures that sustain 
liberal democracy’s fundamentally secular tenants,” and Anker 
identifies the Western “emphasis on reason” as the most central of 
these tenants (174, 187). Anker also argues that Costello proposes 
that “practical reason and its analytical tools” have warranted the 
“mistreatment of other beings,” as Costello cautions against the 
“broad philosophical architecture of liberal constructions of rights” 
based in the Western philosophical tradition that places primacy on 
the ability to engage with reason, and objectifies life that cannot—
or will not—do so (175). Put differently, in Anker’s estimation, 
an underlying feature of Costello’s discussion of animal rights is 
a criticism of the foundations of Western thought, a tradition that 
places primacy on being an autonomous thinking and reasoning 
being. As Costello herself states: “The universe is built upon reason. 
God is a God of reason…and the fact that animals, lacking reason, 
cannot understand the universe but simply have to follow the rules 
blindly proves that…they are part of it but not part of its being: 
man is godlike, animals thinglike” (Coetzee 67). Yet if a failure to 
rely upon reason—as it is viewed in the Western philosophical 
tradition—renders certain beings as “things,” then what of those 
human animals who do not rely upon this specific line of thought? 
Cary Wolfe indicates in his writings on animal studies that the 
hierarchical structure of the “logic of species”—a concept that 
bases the worth of a species on their intellectual capabilities and 
ability to emulate the rational human—operates similarly to its 
cognates of “racism, sexism and classism”; this formulation of logic 
therefore risks granting the “ethical acceptability” of subjugating 
those who “fall outside” the ruling paradigm of the rational human 
(229). Put differently, the marginalization and mistreatment of 
beings thought to lack rationality and reason finds its apparent 
origins in the way that animals are treated, and this same line 
of thought is then applied to certain human animals to sanction 
their mistreatment. This is not to say, however, that the critiques 
of animal rights found in Wolfe’s and Coetzee’s respective works 
set up speciesism and sexism as analogical relations, but that they 
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instead indicate how the similar lines of logic are applied to both 
animals and humans. While Costello does not address this point 
precisely, Alan Northover notes: “in exploring our treatment of 
nonhuman animals, Coetzee goes to the heart of what it means 
to be human, critiquing our identity as the rational animal,” and 
relies instead upon “the sympathetic imagination,” affect, and the 
“superior merits of poetry” instead of reason (29). Indeed, while 
Costello’s discussion of the inadequacies of reason is framed by 
her discussion of  the rendering and subjectivities of animals, 
she also indicates why the discourses that preclude animals from 
possessing the same worth as humans also has a direct impact on 
the mistreatment of  particular human subjects. 

Analyses like Anker’s and Northover’s crucially identify how 
Costello’s proposed alternative methods for dealing with animal 
subjects also impact human subjectivities more generally; however, 
there has yet to be a sustained analysis of how her critiques of reason 
relate to either how she herself is treated or her subjectivity as a 
woman in particular. This connection between Costello’s investment 
in animal rights and her womanhood is initially made early in the 
text, where Costello’s position as a woman writer is discussed 
through animal language. Her son describes her as “a seal, an old, 
tired circus seal” who must put on “performance[s]” for academics; 
he later thinks of her as “cruel in a way that women can be but men 
often have the heart for,” and then immediately decides that she is 
therefore “not a seal: not amiable enough for that. But not a shark 
either. A cat. One of those large cats that pause as they eviscerate 
their victim and…gives you a cold yellow stare,” and also wonders 
if she is “fish or fowl” (3, 5). As Laura Giovannelli states in her 
evaluation of how Costello is portrayed throughout the text: “it is 
indeed difficult to ignore the clues testifying to a pervasive, ongoing 
process of hybridization between animals and humans which, 
far from setting the framework for an unprejudiced interspecies 
dialogue, seems now to draw upon the clichés of a bogus bestiary” 
(68). Giovannelli’s assertion draws attention to how, from the onset, 
Coetzee suggests an interrelatedness between nonhuman and 
human animals, yet also indicates how this connection is commonly 
couched in the same clichés and objectification that Costello later 
identifies. Indeed, the initial descriptions of Costello in animal 
language links her to animals, but in doing so reduces both Costello 
and the animals being used to describe her to abstractions and trite 
anthropomorphic descriptions, such as the stereotype of women as 
catty or cruel like a feline.2 In effect, Coetzee foregrounds certain 
problematic equivalencies between animals and women early in the 
text; these early equivalencies serve to preface the later connections 
made between animals and the relationship to rationality of certain 
women subjects, particularly as the lines of logic surrounding both 
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women and animals are unsettled simultaneously. 

While Coetzee joins the rendering of animals to that of women 
as Costello is first introduced, this association is drawn out in 
“The Lives of Animals” section in particular. The importance of 
Costello’s argument for alternatives to reason is also particularly 
palpable during her formal lectures in this section, especially as 
her critiques of reason lead to her potentially productive points 
being dismissed by some of the conference’s attendees. Thomas 
O’Hearne, one of Costello’s respondents, finds the predominate 
flaw in Costello’s arguments to be rooted in her insistence upon 
the complex and unknowable experiential and emotional range 
of animals. O’Hearne’s responses to Costello suggest that our 
treatment of animals should not be based in whether or not 
animals possess distinct but potentially valid worldviews, but 
in their cognition, and their ability to “think strategically, hold 
general concepts or communicate symbolically” (107). Costello, 
however, counters this argument, contending that humanity’s 
emphasis on “shared reason” throughout humanity (and reason’s 
complicity in creating a dichotomy between different forms of 
life) is arbitrary and pointless, particularly as we cannot know 
the potential “unabstracted, unintellectual nature” of animals 
(111). Despite Costello’s contentions, however, her son John finds 
that his mother’s speeches risk being received as acrimonious 
and inadequate, and notes that he is unsure if the committee or 
University actually “got what they wanted” out of her engagement, 
suggesting that an argument that attempts to subvert reason is not 
welcome in hegemonic philosophical circles (112). The more direct 
attack against Costello’s style of argument, however, comes from 
John’s wife, Norma, who contends that Costello’s points are “naïve” 
and based in “easy, shallow relativism” as “rationality is not, as 
[Costello] claims, a game. Reason provides us with real knowledge 
of the real world” (92). By the end of the section, with a distinct lack 
of support for her contentious perspective, Costello’s arguments 
seem ineffectual and she appears overly emotional; she begins to 
cry in John’s car, and the final image of her in this section is related 
to her “old flesh” and aging female body (115). Filtered through 
her son’s perspective, Costello appears to be the epitome of the 
irrational woman—what Karen Warren describes as the traditional 
identification of women with the “bodily, the irrational, and the 
passive” due to their purported tendency to prioritize emotion and 
affect over logic and reason (413). Giovannelli attempts to reframe 
the ostensibly irrationality and emotion at the heart of Costello’s 
discussion, arguing that Costello’s arguments “challeng[e] authority 
and the structures of power,” and that Costello subscribes to an 
“atavistic, almost sacramental creed and a ‘national ethic’s which 
class with a masculine demonization” of women as irrational and 
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“inferior” creatures, dominated by “base and feral” instincts and 
emotions (67). Yet while Giovannelli accurately identifies the trope 
of the excessively emotional and irrational woman that seems to 
frame Costello’s contentions, she risks obscuring the fact that 
Costello’s initial refusal to use reason alone when constructing her 
argument is undermined both by her dependence upon rational 
“philosophical language” and by Norma’s statements; having 
a woman take umbrage with Costello’s argument is especially 
significant, as it foregrounds the failings of the form of the view that 
women are inherently and instinctually connected to an emotional 
and sympathetic worldview, as Norma’s characterization clearly 
opposes this notion of womanhood (66). Although Costello might 
seem to hearken back to a “redeeming, ancestral conception 
endowing woman with a maternal and biological wisdom” and 
an ability to see the “inner nobility” of “nonrational creatures,” 
Costello’s own line of thought is more nuanced and fraught, as she 
indicates how reason remains linked to the sympathetic response to 
animals that she proposes (Giovannelli 67). 

Costello’s attempts to undermine the formulation of reason 
that is used to marginalize women and animals though similar 
is not unique to Coetzee’s text. Indeed, this examination—and 
Giovannelli’s description of her arguments—initially appears to 
be comparable to traditional iterations of ecofeminism: a subset 
of ecocriticism that considers the concurrent marginalization of 
women and the natural world. Northover similarly contends that 
Costello’s approaches align with the “rejection of appeals to ethical 
principles and a preference for moral institutions or sentiments” 
that one sees in traditional forms of ecofeminism; specifically, 
Northover contends that the form of “virtue ethics” Costello 
espouses aligns with this early form of ecofeminism, which is based 
on an inherent affective connection between women and nature 
(38). He also notes that in The Lives of Animals, Coetzee cites Mary 
Midgely (a progenitor of ecofeminism) directly, indicating that 
some of Costello’s words and arguments are taken from Midgely’s 
own work. Given this connection, Northover proposes that “both 
Midgley and Costello attack the privileged position of an abstract 
idea of reason and of persons as disembodied intellects,” and 
that many of Costello’s arguments in “The Lives of Animals” are 
therefore ecofeminist in nature (35, 67). Traditional ecofeminism for 
Northover also attempts to “preclude the exploitation of animals, 
thereby redefining what it means to be human,” as it proposes an 
ethics of virtue and morals based on imaginative sympathy and 
“sentiment” (38). For instance, Costello, paraphrasing Jeremy 
Bentham’s observation that the central question regarding the 
ethical standing of animals is not “‘can they talk?’, or ‘can they 
reason?’, but ‘can they suffer?’” argues that we should not base 
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our treatment of animals on if “we have something in common—
reason, self-consciousness, a soul—with other animals…with the 
corollary that if we do not, then we are entitled to treat them as 
we like”; instead, she contends that sympathy is what “allows us 
to share at times the being of another”—and argument that clearly 
aligns with Midgely’s ecofeminist analyses (Coetzee 79). Citing 
animal rights critic Tom Regan, Northover also states that these 
ecofeminist arguments like Midgely’s and Costello’s “maintain 
that ‘the same ideology that sanctions oppression based on 
gender also…sanctions the oppression of nature in general and of 
nonhuman animals in particular’” (Regan qtd. in Northover 21). 
However, while Northover’s intervention usefully foregrounds 
one of the predominant schools of thought that Costello is drawing 
upon, it also presents an especially narrow and particular form 
of ecofeminism, one that Costello’s discussion seems to exceed. 
Indeed, Coetzee’s depiction of an ecofeminist argument via Costello 
seems to diverge starkly from some of the aspects of ecofeminism 
that Northover discusses, particularly since the ecofeminist 
notion that women share an innate sympathy with the natural 
world risks turning Costello’s alternate model of a sympathetic 
affective response into the domain of women alone; further, it 
risks essentializing the relationship of women and nature, which 
counters the distinctions between different female subjectivities 
made throughout the text, such as between Elizabeth and Norma. 
I propose that while Costello’s discussion does align with an 
iteration of ecofeminism (particularly as she explores the issues 
with dominant forms of reason that is essential to legitimize one’s 
argument for equal treatment), it also suggests the impossibility of 
wholly escaping reason and rationality when engaging with animal 
rights. Instead, Costello begins to construct an alternative model 
for exploring these issues that can be used concurrently with reason 
and rationality, and directs attention to the repercussion for not 
only animals—but also women—when reason alone is deployed to 
make arguments about the right to equivalent treatment. 

Rather than this traditional form of ecofeminism that unsettles 
reason through emotion, yet does so by claiming an inherent 
connection to natural that transcends reason, Costello appears to 
instead deploy a form of material ecofeminism: a reformulation of 
ecofeminism that is not opposed to reason and the Enlightenment 
tradition outright, but—like Costello herself—remains attentive to 
the impossibility of avoiding reason when attempting to complicate 
its supremacy as a mode of thought. Stacy Alaimo describes material 
ecofeminism as a school of thought that “emphasizes the material 
interconnections of human corporeality with the more-than-human 
world, and at the same time acknowledging that material agency 
necessitates more capacious epistemologies”; she also argues that it 
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“allows us to forge ethical and political positions that can contend 
with numerous late-twentieth-century/early-twenty-first-century 
realities” that “‘human’ and ‘environment’”—including nonhuman 
animal life—“can by no means be considered as separate” (238–
239). Put simply, material ecofeminism does not aspire to supplant 
reason with an inherent affective connection between women and 
nature like some traditional iterations of ecofeminism do; instead, 
it accepts that more convoluted and complex epistemologies are 
needed to reframe the problematic lines of thought that marginalize 
those bodies, both human and nonhuman, whose ability to use 
reason is deemed inadequate or inferior. Material ecofeminism 
therefore offers a more flexible and mutable method of dealing 
with these issues than either standard philosophical deployments 
of reason and rationality or traditional ecofeminism alone. Instead, 
as Alaimo describes, it considers the intersections of human and 
nonhuman life by drawing upon sympathy and personal ethics—
much like Costello—while also attempting to productively reframe 
the dominant material conditions and ideologies that shape human 
society and our relationship to nature. Alaimo argues that human 
corporeality and nonhuman nature necessitates “rich, complex 
modes of analysis that travel through the entangled territories 
of material and discursive, natural and cultural, biological and 
textual,” and that “crucial ethical and political possibilities emerge 
from this literal ‘contact zone’ between human corporeality and 
more-than-human nature” (63). Thus, a material ecofeminist 
perspective does not stand entirely opposed to or “simply reverse 
the hierarchical privileging of reason above body or emotion,” 
but rather treats these as “equals” (63). Put differently, material 
ecofeminism attempts to discern how these particular “modes of 
analysis” can be reworked to do justice to the interconnections 
between humanity and animality. 

Framed in this sense, Costello’s arguments are less convoluted and 
more complex than a simple (and likely futile) attempt to evade 
reason altogether. Instead, they can be read as attempts to begin 
to open up a new line of discourse that tries to work though both 
the inadequacies of reason, and the productivity of sympathy and 
emotion. Costello tells her audience that she understands that “the 
best way to win acceptance from this learned gathering would be 
for me to join myself…to the great Western discourse of man versus 
beast, of reason versus unreason” and questions if she does indeed 
have a choice to avoid subjecting her “discourse to reason” (69, 68). 
But she also states that even though she might necessarily need 
to remain attentive to reason when constructing her arguments 
(or, as Norma puts it, that there is “no position outside of reason” 
where Costello can “pass judgment on reason”), reason remains 
inadequate and fallible as it “validates itself” and is part of a “vast 
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tautology”; as Eckard Smuts notes, the “unquestionable authority” 
of dominant rational structures can be appealed to in order to 
confirm the veracity and strength of an argument rooted in reason 
(Coetzee 93; Smuts 73). In other words, while Costello may be 
unable to avoid reason altogether when making her argument, she 
clearly foregrounds its shortcomings, and indicates that it should 
therefore not be applied to all subjectivities unquestionably. Instead, 
Costello’s discussions favor what Anker refers to as a “modes of 
representation that are both immanently and affectively charged,” 
particularly as she suggests that we can embody animals and their 
emotive experiences through poetic invention (117, 98). 

Costello’s argument for the ability of writing to enable humans 
to inhabit the lives of animals is not without its flaws, however, 
as her appeal to poetry risks essentializing the experience of 
animals, and mediating their subjectivities solely through a human 
understanding of their existences. However, her point that the 
ecological vision of interconnectedness and “system of interactions” 
between human, the natural world, and the individual lives of 
animals—as presented through poetry especially—can ironically 
only be grasped by humans is a decidedly material ecofeminist one, 
and suggests an imbrication of human intellect and a sympathetic 
and emotional response to the natural world (Coetzee 99). As 
Anker suggests, this formulation allows Costello to explore an 
“awareness of her own corporeality, enabling her to envision a 
phenomenological consciousness and an embodied supplement to 
abstract rights” (177). The significance of this exploration of human 
reason alongside a more sympathetic and emotional understanding 
of animals has significant bearing not only on the issue of animal 
rights, however: through this exploration of alternative methods 
of engaging with nonhuman animals, Costello also suggests that 
there are ways to meld both rational purviews with emotional 
responses, which is potentially productive when applied to women 
subjects as emotive beings. Specifically, it reframes irrationality and 
emotion not as inferior to reason, but as useful alternate methods 
of exploring the experiential lives and individual subjectivities of 
“being[s]-in-the-world” when reason alone remains implicated 
in the persistent marginalization of certain subjectivities (Coetzee 
95). Thus, while Costello’s argument seems predominately based 
in the fields of animal studies and rights, the implications of her 
discussion also apply to the way that dominant Western rationality 
has been used to marginalize the ostensibly “irrational” emotive 
and sympathetic woman.

In The Death of the Animal, Paola Cavalieri, along with Wolfe and 
Coetzee, engage in dialogues about the intersections of humanity 
and animality, and note that “historically, the subjugation of human 
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beings has usually been coupled with the ‘animalization’—think 
of slaves, women, the disabled, native peoples…the notion of 
animality is the pole that sheds its negative light on whoever is to be 
derogated” (4). In one of his responses in Cavalieri’s text, Coetzee 
also argues that our “ethical impulses are prerational,” and that “all 
a rational ethics can achieve is to articulate and give form to ethical 
impulses” (121). While it would be erroneous to conflate Coetzee’s 
view with Costello’s, their perspectives of the inadequacies of 
reason and the productivity of emotional impulses do seem to align; 
further, both of their analyses (albeit in different ways) indicate 
how reason is complicit in the marginalization of certain beings, 
and that attempting to mitigate the marginalization of animals has 
an impact on how humans are treated as “inferior” when they are 
deemed to be irrational. Indeed, Coetzee’s arguments for ethical 
impulses based in affect as prerational can be seen as pushing 
Costello’s discussion further, as while he too does not supplant 
reason with affect, he more clearly suggests that a sympathy-based 
ethics is likely more amenable to understanding other “being[s]-in-
the-world” with disparate subject positions. While Costello does 
not immediately connect her own discussion of animality to women 
“beings-in-the-world” in particular, her female subjectivity and 
her appeal to sympathy are connected to the rendering of animals 
throughout the text; as such, her significant analysis of why reason 
is an inadequate gauge to rely upon when constructing a hierarchy 
of being extends beyond her discussion of animals rights, as it 
remains relevant to the treatment of both human and nonhuman 
animals.

Notes

1. This is just one facet of material ecofeminism. As Jasmin 
Sydee and Sharon Beder note, material ecofeminists also see 
“spiritual ecofeminism as failing to come to terms with the 
effects of capitalism, such as the perpetuation of sexism and 
environmental damage,” and are “critical of the tendency of 
spiritual ecofeminists to endorse essentialism, that is the view 
that men and women are essentially and inherently different in 
character and nature” (2).

2. A similar connection between Costello’s female subjectivity in 
particular and the discursive depiction of animals is made when 
she is interviewed about her book The House on Eccels Street (her 
retelling of Joyce’s Ulysses from the perspective of a woman, 
Molly Bloom). An interviewer comments that Joyce depicts 
Molly as “a queen bee, unable to fly,” and Costello responds: 
“queen bee, bitch…let’s revise the figure and call her a lioness, 
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rather, stalking the streets…looking for prey, even” (13). This 
dialogue again focuses on how women are textually portrayed 
by men, yet also indicates how they are depicted with the same 
reductive terminology that is applied to animals, where animals 
become analogous to certain undesirable human traits. Even as 
Costello attempts to alter the interviewer’s description, she still 
falls back on at the same time banal formulation, again gesturing 
toward the ease with which women and animals can be rendered 
in the same reductive terminology.
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