Telling Worldly Stories in a More-than-Human
World (or How to Overcome Humanist Orthodoxies
in Iberian Cultural Criticism)

Daniel Ares Lopez

The turn of the twenty-first century has seen a proliferation of new
interdisciplinary fields and research agendas—often cutting across the
humanities, the social sciences, and the biological sciences—that attempt to
account for, and critically evaluate, past and present relationships among
humans and other organisms with which we share the Earth’s biosphere. In
this way, the rise of Animal Studies has given way to what some have called
the Animal Turn: a new post-Darwinian reconsideration of both the
animality of humans and the material, symbolic, moral, and political status
conferred to other animal species in Western modernity. Much of the
theoretical and philosophical work about animality and animals (famously
posited by Derrida as “the question of the animal”) has also been framed
through the more inclusive term Post-Humanism. This concept, which
became a general term to refer to a variety of non-anthropocentric
movements and schools of thought, conveys the pressing necessity for a
redefinition of the human that keeps up with contemporary developments in
Philosophy (in ontology and epistemology), Social/Cultural Theory (in
Biopolitics, Animal Studies, Actor-Network Theory, and the emerging field
of New Materialism), Literary Criticism, Anthropology (as reflected in the
concepts of multi-naturalism and multi-species ethnography), as well as in
Biology, Bio-Technology, and Environmental Studies. All the
heterogeneous ramifications of this sizeable and rapidly growing intellectual
work amounts to a conception of the world as something radically more-
than-human. In this (our) more-than-human world the modern foundational
divides between nature and culture, material and symbolic, natural and
artificial, society and its external “environment,” and human and animal
either have ceased to function or are revealed as the historical product of
anthropocentric ideological delusions.
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Perhaps this is not something as radically unsettling as some might
think. As Donna Haraway reminds us, the “culturally normal fantasy of
human exceptionalism” has been subjected to other “wounds” since the
Early Modern Period, inflicted by the decentering discoveries of Galileo,
Darwin, and Freud (11). We might also leave theories and philosophies aside
for a moment and simply regard the food stuffs we eat, the sentient pets and
domesticated animals we share our lives with, the wild animals we often
watch passing by, the gaseous substances we breathe, the technologies we
live by, the mined minerals those technologies are made of, the bacteria and
viruses we host, and the massive atmospheric and biotic transformations
caused by the fossil fuels we burn. It is obvious that we live (and have
always lived) in a radically more-than-human world. Our earthly “cultures”
and ways of life are much more than human and their reproduction is based
on a dense web of dependencies, interrelations, and power-relations that
includes diverse groups of humans, many other species of living organisms,
and inorganic matter. Not being able to fully recognize that, and to integrate
it into the critical discursive practices of the humanities, not only implies a
degree of ignorance and political and ethical shortsightedness, but it may
also obstruct the deployment of effective collective responses to present and
impending socio-ecological upheavals.

If we want to be faithful to the spirit that has animated the best critical
traditions in the humanities during the twentieth century, in this second
decade of the twenty-first we cannot afford that our critical approaches to
Iberian cultures remain constrained by anthropocentric biases and narrow
humanist frames. The new critical consciousness of our intimate
entanglements with non-humans demands that the conceptual apparatuses
and critical lenses hispanists have inherited from feminist, Marxist,
postcolonial, poststructuralist, queer, and liberal-humanist critical traditions
open up and update in order to account for what life, society, the State, the
city, the countryside, modernity, art, culture, and cultural production actually
are in a more-than-human world. Post-humanism, in this sense, would
amount to a critical dialogue or conversation transversal to existent
disciplines and critical frameworks rather than a new critical niche dealing
with a close list of topics, such as animal rights, the representation of
animals, nature, ecology, or the expansion of biotechnologies. In other
words, post-humanism, in this broad sense, would work as a crucial
reminder that by reflecting on other animals it is also a reflection about we-
human-animals, that modern cultures consist of material-semiotic practices
that enfold, mobilize, and consume nature (often in socially and
environmentally disruptive ways), and that human societies are always
enmeshed in larger earthly ecologies involving multiple species.

A post-humanist critical awareness of our living in a more-than-human
world unavoidably entails new intellectual tasks and demands in the area of
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iberianist cultural historiography and criticism. On the one hand, it makes
necessary to re-tune our critical radar to detect marginalized texts and
cultural products in which the interactions and entanglements between
humans and non-humans—or “nature” and “culture”—are played out in
particularly meaningful, creative, or exciting ways: by bringing about
dominant socio-environmental relations and hierarchies, by offering
alternative models to these, or by imagining possible utopian or dystopian
futures. As cultural critics and historians, we need, in short, to unearth,
analyze, and illuminate meaningful texts that enact a more-than-human
(Iberian) world beyond anthropocentric humanist orthodoxies. On the other
hand, it is necessary to re-tell and re-interpret existing cultural and
historiographical narratives so that the interplay between the human and the
non-human in those familiar stories is no longer constrained by the rigid
anthropocentric frames and dualisms Western moderns have stubbornly
insisted upon. If Marxism demanded new ways to talk about class relations,
feminism a new conception of gender, and post-colonialism new narratives
about race relations, post-humanism is asking for new languages and stories,
too. It asks for languages and stories that account for something as old as
animal domestication and as new as global warming: a more-than-human
world in which multiple and interrelated living beings, inorganic matter, and
biotechnological objects play an active role.

The goal of my contribution to the volume was to re-interpret an
overlooked narrative that talks, perhaps as very few others in contemporary
Spain have, about relationships between humans and other animal species in
ways that unsettle anthropocentric frames, humanist orthodoxies, and
cultural myths. As a young child, Marcos Rodriguez Pantoja (b. 1946) was
obliged to leave his rural home in Andalucia and live in total isolation as a
goatherd. In the mid-1970s, the anthropologist Gabriel Janer transcribed
Rodriguez Pantoja’s own narration of his life and analyzed it as a “case
study” of “feral children” who developed abnormal relationships with wild
animals. Also, in 2010, the filmmaker Gerardo Olivares translated Marcos’s
story into the conventions of popular film and cinematic “feral heroes.” In
my contribution, I re-interpret Rodriguez Pantoja’s memorialistic narrative
as a non-anthropocentric oral life-history that the film partially translates. In
this oral life-history, the social actors are fleshy animals, both human and
non-human, and the differences between species do not impede the
development of companionate and affective relations. The fact that Marcos
has learnt to inhabit a more-than-human world without specieist or
anthropocentric prejudices might well inspire environmentally progressive
ways of human-nonhuman cohabitation of the Iberian Peninsula.
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