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According to Terry Eagleton, the crisis of the humanities cannot be found in 
the humanities itself as a composite of academic disciplines, but in the 
narrow neoliberal economic logic that promotes the underfunding and 
shrinking of allegedly unprofitable humanistic programs in colleges and 
public schools. For Eagleton, without humanistic inquiry and reflection, 
universities cannot exist as such. They might become high-tech job-training 
centers for highly skilled workers but, if they are deprived of their role as a 
space for “critical reflection on human values and principles,” universities 
will not be universities any more in the classical sense of the term. 

Humanistic critical reflection on human values and principles 
encompasses a series of broad questions, such as: What is life? How do we 
live? How should we live? How might we live otherwise? Who are “we”? 
The environmental humanities and the so-called post-humanities look for 
answers to these questions, thus continuing to encourage basic humanities 
inquiries that make students more aware of themselves, their existential 
possibilities, and the future impact of their actions. But, if Eagleton is right 
that the crisis of humanities is caused by its changing context in a global 
economy, then, in order to understand its crisis, humanities need to 
additionally engage in the analysis of that socio-economic and political 
context. In the contrary scenario, if the humanities insist (like the famous 
Greek mathematician, Tales, when Roman conquerors came to kill him) on 
focusing only on purely formal questions, then they will contribute to their 
own demise. The environmental humanities are deeply engaged in the 
analysis of broader global context (such as the meaning of the 
Anthropocene) in order to keep the humanities, writ large, a vital site for 
scrutinizing, and occasionally subverting, authoritative understandings of 
world change, historical processes, and the impacts of human activity. 
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The global expansion of capitalism, the international division of labor, 
environmental degradation, and our ecological understanding of the Earth as 
a closed system with finite resources to sustain life have made questions 
such as “how do we live?” and “how might we live?” bounded to questions 
about place (“how do we live, might live, or will live here?”) and 
environmental justice (“whose lives are benefiting from economic growth 
and who is paying the huge environmental bill?”). In this way, text and 
context have enmeshed, proving that a series of traditional questions found 
in the field of the humanities were inherently political and potentially 
environmental.  

The question “what is life?” has also changed with the discovery of the 
structure of DNA, with the expansion of bio-technology for global food 
production and medical and industrial uses, and with a better comprehension 
of other species and the evolutionary history shared by all life forms. The 
answer that Darwin gave to the question “what is human life?” is still as 
unsettling today for the humanities as it was in the nineteenth century. 
Darwin suggested that we are animals that evolved from other species and 
that we coevolved along with them through relations, such as symbiosis, 
competition, and collaboration. If Galileo removed us from the center of the 
cosmos, Darwin removed us from the altarpiece of Creation. Many post-
humanist thinkers and Animal Studies scholars are confronting the practical 
consequences and moral challenges of this humbling redefinition of the 
human. Informed by scientific advances in the understanding of the social 
life and affective life of different species, they take further the disquieting 
questions that humanists have always asked: What are and what ought to be 
the relations between us and other species? Does difference in ability 
necessarily imply hierarchy in ontological or metaphysical terms? How, if at 
all, can we talk about human life as sacred? 

Begin falls into the rhetorical blunder of petitio principii in referencing 
the nineteenth century argument that humans are hierarchically superior to 
other life forms because of their neocortex size. No proof exists as to why 
neocortex size should constitute a measure of superiority and such 
arguments would not only be used to separate humans from animals, but 
humans from humans. It undoubtedly is a measure of difference of a great 
interest to both the sciences and the humanities. Humans are different from 
other animal species, other species are different among themselves, too, and 
each is exceptional in many respects. However, this does not necessarily 
mean that the humanities should turn backwards and envision a hierarchy as 
Linneaus did. Brains (human or otherwise) can be understood as the result of 
a coevolution in (or, better put, co-emergence with) an environment shared 
with many species. Because of that, it can be argued that the size of the 
human neocortex is neither a merit solely attributed to the Homo sapiens, but 
the result of ecological relations and symbiosis. If human brains function 
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better in certain ways and in certain circumstances, animal brains specialize 
in their own ways that are more important for them.  

Moreover, the very empirical functioning of the human neo-cortex, to 
speak nothing of its evolutionary history, is not an extension of an 
autonomous, thinking subject, but a process mediated, made feasible, and 
even constrained by material contexts populated by a multiplicity of 
nonhuman constituencies. Any perceived superiority, on a hierarchical scale, 
to other forms of life from a human optic presupposes that our cognition 
captures the totality of nonhuman realities, when in fact, as Ian Bogost 
rightfully argues, there are “irreconcilable separations between all objects, 
chasms we have no desire or hope of bridging—not by way of philosophy, 
not through theism, not thanks to science” (123). The complete picture of the 
ways that animals’ brains specialize in ways suitable for them (or how one 
object relates to another object) is not immanently knowable to human 
cognition, making any logical claim to human distinction unsound, if 
nothing else due to the inherent limitations of human access to the world. 

The metaphysical transformation of distinctions into hierarchies has 
been historically deployed to justify all kind of oppressions against humans 
and nonhumans alike, as colonized people know too well. Agamben (Homo 
Sacer) calls this process the “anthropological machine”: the allied discourses 
of humanities and social sciences producing a separation between humans 
and non-humans and subsequently also between humans and other humans. 
As Netz argues, all technologies of exploitation of animals sooner or later 
are similarly applied to humans (Barb Wire). Has the first act of mistreating 
of another living being become a model for a discourse and for more such 
acts? Or, as many scholars believe, the language and rhetoric came first and 
made the act thinkable. If so, the avoidance of hierarchical thinking of 
difference is crucial not only for justice toward other animal species but also 
for sowing the solid intellectual ground for environmental and social justice 
more broadly.  

Some might feel that if we give up hierarchy we create a rhetoric that 
could lead to treating humans as if they were animals due to the loss of the 
sacredness of human life. Paul Begin’s (2007) article focused on humans as 
insects in Luis Buñuel’s Le Chien Andalou (1927), Las Hurdes (1931), and 
L’age d’or (1931), and supplies an insightful answer to this question by 
suggesting that human/animal comparisons in these films do not animalize 
humans in a negative discursive sense as some critics state, but rather 
“humanize across the board” (431). Begin’s insight into Buñuel’s vision can 
be used to answer the question posed by Begin himself in his essay for the 
debates (A Polemical Companion). If the differences are not thought of in 
terms of hierarchies, but rather as a diversity of forms of life, then all life 
appears human-like, in the sense that it is vulnerable. Because of that, all life 
is in need of protection. Indeed, it is perhaps in this vulnerability that we 
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may truly embrace the old cliché that all life is sacred. Embracing the term 
“sacred” in this way, the environmental humanities deconstructs metaphors 
of killing and murder and thereby does not separate itself from, but joins, a 
politics that minimizes violence and pain.  

After two hundred years of capitalist industrial expansion and techno-
scientific innovations with all their brutal collateral damages, whether it be 
global warming, widespread pollution, the massive extinction of species, or 
the use of violence for the control of natural resources at a planetary scale, 
humanistic questions need reformulation to remain relevant. The best work 
in the environmental humanities (whether called ecocriticism or post-
humanist thought) reframes the traditional questions from the humanities 
about human values and principles by paying attention to historical 
responsibility and not academic trends. The transformation of the great 
questions of the humanities are ethical (Nagel), and, thereby, in turn, the 
humanities’ transformation will unavoidably transform ethics. Modern 
humanities transformed religious morality into a lay ethics of compassion, 
tolerance and understanding. Initially, this morality was based on 
masculinist and imperial points of view. Over time, that morality took into 
account women’s needs and desires and other cultures’ values, along with a 
series of new perspectives that included many other approaches such as the 
youth’s rebellious righteousness or the rights of children and the mentally ill.  

In the nineteenth century, moved by Bentham’s proposition about 
suffering, the humanities considered for the first time the pain of non-
humans as a basis of their inclusion in the epistemology of ethics. The 
history of pain is a complex construct intimately related to ethics through 
empathy. The field of ethics took into account the development of 
empathetic thinking, influenced by the recognition of bodily and mental 
pain. Since the book of Job, Christian thinkers saw spiritual suffering as 
worse than the bodily pain, which as they thought, could be conquered 
through the strength of spirit. Not only based on the impact of Darwinism, 
but also the reflections of spiritually-inclined philosophers like Emmanuel 
Levinas (who was impacted by the atrocities of World War II) moved 
philosophical attention to physical pain. A post World War II sensitivity, 
connected to the developments of scientific understanding of animal pain, 
more than considerations of human and animal similarities in other respects, 
gave rise to the formation of the twentieth-century animal rights movement 
in the 1970s and prompted the emergence of animal studies.  

While the humanities and the sciences developed their respective fields 
of inquiry (that always leave wide margins of no-inquiry) in mutually 
beneficial ways (benefitting also business by constructing helpful political 
ideologies), they were also moved by the desire to understand more. While 
for some this meant insular self-analysis within the academic fields, others 
believed that knowledge could only be found by looking beyond the limits 
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of the field through a decentering from the self towards the world. Begin 
seems to suggest in his article that a change in focus in the humanities takes 
it away from the human towards other-than-human forms and he likens it to 
a form of academic suicide.  

But the human and the humanities can only gain by becoming more 
caring for the non-human realms. The renewed interest of many scholars in 
nonhumans (animals, plants, environments, and the material world) and in 
human and nonhuman relations places the humanities at the table in the most 
pressing and important debates of this century by making it the unique 
academic field capable of articulating the values and mindset needed as part 
of urgent movements that seek to save a dying planet. The humanities is 
charged with the task of understanding that it has always had; that is, of 
understanding the human, but from a different angle that seeks to illuminate 
and provide a language of ethical illumination based on the human 
entanglement with the non human. In short, the humanities saves itself by 
engaging with the non-human.  

Begin is correct to suggest that the environmental turn in the humanities 
may mean a slow death or even the suicide of certain kind of practices in the 
field, namely those that believed themselves free from the need to think in 
connection to the challenges of impending catastrophes. But that suicide 
does not mean that the humanities becomes a service department for 
business and STEM students, but, instead, the humanities will foster the 
critical inquiry that will catalyze the thinking needed for the future. The 
environmental humanities is a field of many voices. It consists of critiques of 
neoliberal fantasies, of human exceptionalism from ecological mandates, 
and hubristic dreams of total human mastery over nature. Most 
environmental humanities scholars problematize the notion of individual 
independency from social and ecological systems as well as the rigid 
epistemological disconnections among different disciplines, such as ecology 
and economy or biological sciences and social sciences. These disciplines 
are connected in practice through realities, which exceed the boundaries that 
structure their fields. The environmental humanities aspires to establish 
bridges between other disciplines focused on human and non-human 
relations, taking on crucial concepts that for centuries were constituted in 
meta-discourses of the science fields.  

For example, many of us participating in the environmental humanities 
debate are concerned about understanding the agency of the non-human. 
How does nature function both as an archive of human development but also 
a co-producer of civilization; while deserts reminds us of our destructive 
development, the remaining Oceans and jungles continue as faithful supplier 
of our nutrition and oxygen. Radiation, toxicity, desertification, global 
warming, and the generalized loss of “nature” impact human life. The 
agency of the non-human grows and transforms as “nature talks back” 
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(Robbins; Galeano), possibly leading to our demise. Our civilization, 
especially its last phase of unprecedentedly destructive neoliberal growth, is 
setting in motion a number of mechanisms that begin to work by themselves, 
rapidly depleting the conditions for both human and non-human survival. 
While for some of us the systematic mistreatment of nonhuman animals is a 
symptom of the dominant logic, not the root problem itself, others believe 
that it constitutes the generalized model for mistreatment and its impacts go 
far beyond the debate on the legal rights of animals. Environmental studies 
and animal studies coincide in that the understanding of how the human and 
the non-human are transforming together in complex inexorable networks of 
interdependency is crucial and the social and ecological consequences of not 
recognizing it are dire. Perhaps, however, as the term “post-humanities” 
suggests, there may be a way that Begin is also correct in that as a result of 
this new rhetoric humans need to let go and give up certain of their 
privileges in order to save the other (animals and plants) on which its own 
future resides.  
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