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Thanks to the posthumanist turn, the o ret i cal work in the human i ties and social sci ences has been endeav or
ing for some time to imag ine the shared ecol o gies of var ied lifeforms (and non liv ing forms) with dif er ing 
ontologies. This has meant going beyond the tra di tional human sub ject, the mas ter work of what Giorgio 

Agamben has described as an anthro po log i cal machine cen tered on divi sions between human/ani mal, mind/body, 
sub ject/object, soci ety/nature, active/pas sive, same ness/dif er ence, sec u lar/reli gious, and inclu sion/exclu sion.1 In 
con trast to these antag o nis tic dual isms (and human excep tion al ism) that are deeply embed ded in our intel lec tual 
tra di tions and epistemologies, Donna Haraway, for instance, ofers a the ory of “natureculture,” which is pred i cated 
upon an ecol ogy of com pan ion spe cies in “entangled” and “knot ted” rela tion ship rather than ranged in a Great 
Chain of Being.2 That such entan gle ments, knot tings, and con stel la tions con sti tute a multisca lar pro cess in terms 
of their geog ra phies and his to ries has been argued by Jason W. Moore, who has suggested that cap i tal ist civ i li za
tion, starting in the six teenth cen tury, must be under stood as an irre duc ibly eco log i cal regime in which bio phys i cal 
worlds are braided together with social ones.3 At a more expan sive eco log i cal scale, schol ars in the envi ron men tal 
human i ties have ana lyzed the ways in which the bio phys i cal world or plan e tary neces sity has impinged upon human 
poiesis, leav ing a mark in mate rial as well as sym bolic domains. In Climate Change and the Art of Devotion, Sugata Ray 
maps such con nec tions among cli matic var i abil ity, his tor i cal event ful ness, the ol ogy, and aes thetic prac tice. He per
sua sively reads changes in the Vaish nava lit urgy of early mod ern Braj as a response to the global cli matic upheav als 
of the Little Ice Age (1550–1850), which was expe ri enced in South Asia (as well as in the Carib bean, north east Brazil, 
parts of West Africa, South Africa, Ethiopia, and Southeast Asia) as an epoch of droughts, mon soon fail ures, and 
defor es ta tion.4 A new set of intensely topophilic, litur gi cal, and art prac tices emerged, Ray con tends, from “a recip
ro cal rela tion ship between an aes thet ics of ven er at ing the nat u ral envi ron ment and eco log i cal catas tro phes.”5

In sev eral nota ble instances, from Haraway’s cyborg to Jefrey Jerome Cohen’s stone, schol ars have folded non
liv ing forms and enti ties into these mul ti plex ecol o gies.6 Mel Chen has questioned the “animacy hier ar chy” itself, 
the group ing that “con cep tu ally arranges human life, dis abled life, ani mal life, plant life, and forms of non liv ing 
mate rial in orders of value and pri or ity.”7 Alongside and in con ver sa tion with these schol arly trends, there have 
been, in recent decades, dis tinc tive endeav ors to imag ine the onto log i cal spec i fic ity and moral stand ing of a con stel
la tion of beings beyond an anthro po cen tric hori zon. Among the best known of these are exper i ments in investing 
aspects of “Nature” with phil o soph i cal and polit i cal con se quence. In 2017 New Zealand extended legal per son hood 
to the Whanganui River. This was followed by a sim i lar rul ing for the Ganga and Yamuna Rivers in the Indian state 
of Uttarakhand, while in July 2019, Bangladesh rec og nized all  its riv ers as liv ing enti ties in the eyes of the law in 
an attempt to pro tect them from pol lu tion, ille gal dredg ing, and human encroach ment.8 These rul ings came in 
the wake of Article 71 of the 2008 con sti tu tion of Ecuador; draw ing on the indig e nous cos mol ogy of the Andean 
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region, the Ecuadorian con sti tu tion endowed Nature or 
Pachamama with “the right to be inte grally respected in 
its exis tence, and to the main te nance and regen er a tion 
of its life cycles, struc tures, func tions, and evo lu tion ary 
pro cesses.”9 Bolivia followed suit in 2011. Commenting 
on the incor po ra tion of the nat u ral into the imag i nary 
of law and gov er nance, Marisol de la Cadena notes that 
many indig e nous peo ple of the Andean region inhabit 
ani mated land scapes in which sacred moun tains or 
earth beings exist in inti mate con nec tion with human 
com mu ni ties. But she also sugg ests that earth beings 
or Nature are more than enti ties enti tled to rights; they 
con sti tute a more capa cious cat e gory alto gether. Earth 
beings, she sugg ests, have agency—though evi dence 
of this is irre duc ible to empir i cal ver i fi ca tion; they are 
worldmak ing but “ahis tor i cal,” and though no proof is 
avail  able in his tor i cal or sci en tific terms of their “event
ful” capac ity, we would be illadvised to deny their real
ity.10 It is impor tant to note that for both the Andeans 
and their eth nog ra pher, these earth beings are more 
than bio phys i cal enti ties. They have an exis tence in the 
imma te rial dimen sion of the sacred.

Scholarly work on South Asia is in implicit and 
often explicit con ver sa tion with the schol arly trends 
noted above. It has been atten tive for some time to the 
comin gling of human and more or other than human 
worlds, and to put ting some pres sure on the ways in 
which we think sub jects, objects, and worlds are made. 
In a 2015 issue of this jour nal, Manan Ahmed Asif and 
Anand Vivek Taneja argue that “there is a deep human 
past where the bound aries of ani mals and humans are 
not so clearly or eas ily defined—or are delib er ately 
erased—in ways that are deeply pro duc tive for think
ing about eth i cal ques tions.”11 They iden tify ani mals 
and humans as inhab i tants of commingled worlds. But 
that otherwordly beings (pol ter geists and jinns among 
them) con sti tute impor tant char ac ters in the mul ti tu
di nous world Asif and Taneja out line in the intro duc
tion is also evi dent, even if the edi tors desist from say
ing so explic itly. Taneja him self addu ces evi dence of a 
traf c across mul ti ple domains of being, mate rial and 
imma te rial, in his eth nog ra phy of the peti tion ers of all  
faiths who flock to the dargah (Mus lim saint’s shrine) of 
Firozshah Kotla in Delhi to seek insaf ( jus tice) for their 
worldly woes. Through these peti tion ers he comes to be 
acquainted with a sacred pluriverse of jinns and saintly 
cats and snakes that ofer suc cor to the afflicted.12

In another nota ble anthro po log i cal work set in the 
Kumaon, Radhika Govindrajan scru ti nizes the imag
i na tively and eth i cally con se quen tial place of ani mal 

lives in pahari (rural, hilldwell ing) pol i tics. The human 
inhab i tants of Kumaon under stand onto log i cal dif er
ences not so much in terms of their con trast to ani mals 
or gods as in terms of the dis tinc tions between insid ers 
and out sid ers, moun taindwell ers and plainsdwell ers, 
whether human, ani mal, or divine. Govindrajan’s eth
nog ra phy thus fea tures a rich dra ma tis per so nae includ
ing sac ri fi cial goats, rit u ally sig nifi  cant pahari cows, 
delin quent mon keys, “otherwild” pigs, and sexy bears, 
dogs, and leop ards in addi tion to a full com ple ment of 
moun taindwell ing humans and dei ties. What is espe
cially sal u tary about Govindrajan’s delin ea tion of this 
relat ed ness across mul ti ple onto log i cal forms is that 
she does not sen ti men tal ize it as non vi o lent mutu al ity. 
The love and duty that ani mate human and otherthan
human beings sit cheek by jowl with, and indeed may be 
insep a ra ble from, “decid edly uninnocent” modes of vio
lence and hier ar chy. Their rela tions are “both desir able 
and unde sir able,” draw ing as much “on incom men su
ra ble dif er ence as inef a ble afn ity between par tic u lar 
indi vid u als for its emer gence.”13

• • •

The inter sec tion of human, nat u ral, and, often, sacred 
nar ra tive thus func tions as a for mal, epis te mo log i cal, 
and onto log i cal chal lenge to the ways in which we think 
about the worlds we encoun ter and inhabit. Such con
ver gences and con ju ga tions also make clear that what 
is other than human unset tles and even surpasses 
our given ana lytic forms, includ ing our cur rent desire 
for het ero ge ne ity and legibility as redemp tive forces. 
What is other than human, espe cially when it encom
passes non liv ing and imma te rial forms, is not nec es
sar ily assim i la ble within any lib eral pro ject of inclu
sive ness and the forms of rec og ni tion it entails. As the 
work of Taneja, Govindrajan, and Ray makes pal pa ble, 
categories such as spe cies, life/death, and mate ri al ity 
prove insuf  cient to encom pass the other than human 
forces extant in the worlds they describe. Kim TallBear’s 
advo cacy of “an under stand ing of the inti mate know
ing relat ed ness of all  things,” one in which the mate
rial and imma te rial are entangled with out a con cern 
to main tain the neces si tated sec u lar dis po si tion in the 
acad emy, seems appo site here.14 In a com ment that 
is ger mane for many of the essays in this spe cial sec
tion, she describes an “indig e nous meta physic” as one 
that per mits “enfolding spir its or souls into descrip
tions of the beingness of non hu mans.”15 However, 
even as the essays attend to the urgency of reck on ing 
with “spir its or souls” in our con cep tion of the other 
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than human being, it is crit i cal to remem ber that such 
cos mo log i cal con cep tions are as much a com po nent 
of Western phi los o phies as they are of nonWestern 
ones. Unlike TallBear, we would argue that they are 
not par tic u lar to indig e nous meta phys ics alone. The 
sacralization of life itself, for exam ple, owes much to  
Chris tian ity. “The rea son why life has risen to the top 
of our pri or i ties and has become the mat ter of our con
cerns is Chris tian ity,” writes Gil Anidjar.16 Appreciating 
this also allows us to rec og nize that not all  entan gle
ments across human and other than human worlds, 
often val o rized as ecointi ma cies or regard for indig e
nous knowl edges, merit cel e bra tion, which the essays in 
this issue make abun dantly clear.

“Other than Human: Rethinking Colonial and Post
colonial South Asia” attends to the lim i nal, incal cu la ble 
dimen sion of the other than human and the dif  culty 
of conjoining it with the human. In many forms of con
tem po rary pol i tics, the demand for rec og ni tion, espe
cially by mar gin al ized com mu ni ties, occupies a cer tain 
pride of place, and the lack or fail ure of such rec og ni
tion is under stood to inflict sub stan tive harm on those 
from whom rec og ni tion is with held. Famously, Charles 
Taylor has averred that “due rec og ni tion” is “a vital 
human need” in a dem o cratic pol ity.17 Such rec og ni tion 
need not always be based on mutu al ity or rec i proc ity. As 
count less schol ars of, say, ani mal stud ies or the envi ron
men tal human i ties have insisted, rec og ni tion should 
not be lim ited only to those enti ties capa ble of being 
sub jects of rec og ni tion them selves. Yet even these non
liberal forms of rec og ni tion are not nec es sar ily ade
quate to the chal lenge of engag ing with oth er ness. As 
Jacques Derrida has observed, the forms of rec og ni tion 
entailed in acknowl edg ing or serv ing as a wit ness to 
the non hu man ani mal, for instance, can serve pri mar
ily to afrm the pri macy of the human sub ject who sees 
and ofers rec og ni tion.18 Mindful of this cau tion, we 
note how the other than human eludes cap ture in these 
essays, frus trat ing our attempts to pro claim domin ion 
over the cat e gory itself since it, too, is imbri cated in the 
very divi sions that its recov ery was sup posed to sol der. 
In this vol ume, it can not be sim ply another object to be 
incor po rated into an everexpanding social sci en tific or 
human ist bes ti ary. As we know, pro duc ing such bes ti
ar ies often takes the form of lists of dif er ent kinds of 
forms, forces, and scales, such as Karen Barad’s “elec
trons, mol e cules, brittlestars, jel ly fish, coral reefs, 
dogs, rocks, ice bergs, plants, aster oids, snow flakes, and 
bees.”19 The other than human is not best under stood 
in terms of what Gayatri Spivak has called, in rela tion 

to iden tity claims, a “rollcall con cept.”20 Instead, our 
con trib u tors trace the lin e a ments of how the other than 
human puts pres sure on our sense of the sec u lar con
tours of impe rial rule and the post co lo nial con di tion. 
Their essays com pel a cer tain con ju ga tion of ques tions 
of ani mal ity and anthro po cen trism with the con cerns 
of the schol ar ship on sec u lar ism in reli gious stud ies 
and the onto log i cal turn in anthro pol ogy.

In “The Time of History and the Times of Gods,” 
Dipesh Chakrabarty describes the chal lenge of pro
duc ing an account of Indian indus trial work ers whose 
prac tices are ani mated by a belief in “the pres ence and 
agency of gods or spir its in the very pro cess of labor 
itself.”21 How might this be achieved within the pro to
cols of a sec u lar and uni ver sal ist dis ci pline like his tory, 
though with out ignor ing or explaining away the non sec
u lar phe nom e nol ogy of his sub jects? Such a chal lenge 
is impos si ble of res o lu tion; it speaks to the incom men
su ra bil ity—indeed, the “rad i cal untrans lat abil ity”—
between nor ma tively dis en chanted dis ci plines like his
tory (or anthro pol ogy, or lit er ary schol ar ship) and the 
imag i na tions in which gods, spir its, or the super nat u ral 
are actors in the mate rial world.22 “Writing about the 
pres ence of gods and spir its in the sec u lar lan guage of 
his tory or soci ol ogy [or, we would add, anthro pol ogy or 
lit er ary crit i cism] would . . .  be like an act of trans lat ing 
into a uni ver sal lan guage what belongs to a field of dif er
ences,” he says.23 The fact that such trans la tion across the 
abyss that sep a rates enchant ment from dis en chant ment 
is dif  cult if not prac ti cally impos si ble is not an argu
ment for jettisoning it. Nor can it be a sim ple argu ment 
for a swerve from the mate rial to the numi nous. Rather, 
such trans la tion must seek to ges ture, nec es sar ily imper
fectly, toward the forms of unas sim i la ble dif er ence— 
assum ing in this instance the form of super nat u ral  
enti ties—that it can nei ther nat u ral ize entirely nor 
occult out of exis tence. The essays in this spe cial sec tion 
invite us to take note of the fact that the worlds or ecol
o gies they dis cuss are not entirely sec u lar and can not be 
parsed purely in nat u ral ist terms; the other than human 
includes a host of pow er fully con se quen tial forces and 
pow ers, includ ing those that we have come to denom i
nate the sacred. As a result, the goal of this spe cial sec
tion can not be merely retrieval or recu per a tion or addi
tion; rather, it is to under line the sta tus of the other than 
human as the name of a limit to our modes of orga niz ing 
forms and expe ri ences.

The con trib u tors engage these debates in three 
inter re lated strands of inquiry from anthro pol ogy, his
tory, and lit er ary stud ies. We begin with ques tions about 
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how the other than human has been lim ited in social 
sci en tific dis course through its sec u lar com mit ments, 
which poses chal leng ing ques tions about trans la tion 
across non in ter sect ing epis te mo log i cal domains.

Asking to rethink our attach ments and assump tions 
requires that we begin by addressing the com mit ments 
in pro nounc ing a place for the other than human in the 
social sci ences and human i ties in the first place. Question
ing the non hu man turn broadly in the acad emy, Mayanthi 
Fernando discusses how there remains an implicit sec
u lar ity in the cou pling of “nature” and “cul ture” even in 
the work on indig e nous ontologies, new ecol o gies, and 
mul ti spe cies rela tions. In par tic u lar, Fernando ques tions 
the absence of the super nat u ral in the undo ing of the 
nature/cul ture dis tinc tion. Ofering a vig or ous cri tique of 
schol arly prac tice in rela tion to the non hu man that strives 
for recu per a tion and redemp tion, Fernando argues that 
to think more capa ciously about the other than human 
requires that we con com i tantly think less sec u larly. The 
exam ples of South Asian schol ar ship cited above attest 
to “the impos si bil ity of remov ing gods and spir its from 
the social and eco log i cal worlds humans (and ani mals) 
inhabit.” Yet, she notes, schol ars and writ ers strain to keep 
the super nat u ral at bay, even though it is an inex tri ca ble 
part of the tex tile of the worlds they rep re sent. The work 
of Amitav Ghosh ofers a par tic u larly strik ing man i fes ta
tion of these con straints. As a nov el ist of cli mate fic tion 
seek ing to get the full mea sure of the Anthropocene in 
the Sundarbans, he turns to a mul ti plex world of tiger
demons, goddesses, dol phins, and snakes. But The Great 
Derangement (2016), his non fic tion work on cli mate catas
tro phe, finds no place for a nonsec u lar cast of forces and 
enti ties; in it, tigerdemons are reduced to mere tigers, 
and there are no goddesses in sight.

Like Fernando, Megnaa Mehtta explores the 
dimen sion of the other than human by focus ing on the 
Sundarbans through a dif er ent eth i cal and ori en ta tion 
not bound to an anthro po cen tric or a nat u ral is tic hori
zon. For her, this ori en ta tion is most vis i ble in the ani
mis tic ethos of the del taic land scape, protected by the 
for est deity Bonbibi. Those who enter the abode of Bon
bibi are meant to fol low cer tain ethicoreli gious codes 
of con duct or rules (niyams) while in her for est. These 
“rules of the jun gle,” or jongoler niyam, an intri cate set 
of pre scrip tions and pro hi bi tions, guide resource use 
and social rela tion ships among peo ple who fish and 
col lect crabs and honey in the for est com mons; the ani
mals who inhabit the same spaces; and the local dei ties 
and demons with whom both humans and ani mals are 
in rela tion. These rules of “divine gov er nance” both 

emerge from and engen der a par tic u lar ethos of com
mu nity life within a par tic u larly dan ger ous land scape. 
A Sundarbans “cosmopol i tics” in which goddesses 
and tigerdemons play a lead ing role sugg ests that the 
source of sov er eignty in the for est is not con fined to 
con tem po rary state insti tu tions or legal juris pru dence, 
but shared with ethicoreli gious and super nat u ral 
forms of older prov e nance. At the same time, Mehtta 
reminds us, the abut ment of such suprahuman forms 
upon human and ani mal worlds is no guar an tee of egal
i tar i an ism, non vi o lence, or eco log i cal aware ness, and 
she cau tions against the val o ri za tion of ani mism as the 
answer to the cri sis of the Anthropocene.

Along sim i lar lines, Rajbir Singh Judge con tends 
that to rethink the inflec tions of the sec u lar and the 
har mo ni ous trans la tion it imposes means one also has 
to inter ro gate his to ric ity and its obses sion with con
text. Judge focuses on early twen ti ethcen tury Punjab 
and the poetry of Bhai Vir Singh to argue that sit u at ing 
poetry into his tor i cal con text cir cum scribes it by tying 
poetry to region, thereby cre at ing a seam less econ
omy of exchange. Judge argues that such a grasp on 
Punjab and his to ric ity, how ever, is loos ened when we 
con sider the other than human. The other than human 
in Singh’s poetry encompasses a con ge ries of reg is ters 
and enti ties—the non hu man ani mal, the “nat u ral” 
world (sky, stars, stream, rocks, and so on), a world 
of objects, and organs disaggregated from the human 
body—that ren der ambig u ous the angle from which 
the rela tion of human and other than human becomes 
leg i ble. The other than human, put another way, chal
lenges the overt focus on his tory, con quest, and vision 
that under girds our under stand ing of the Pun jabi lit
er ary scene by func tion ing as an imped i ment to medi
a tion, trans la tion, and rec og ni tion cen tral to the sec
u lar. It is an imped i ment since the other than human 
is, as Fernando also notes, frac tured from the human. 
The other than human, there fore, unset tles the sal vific 
hope that we derive from our redemp tive categories 
and opens a pos si bil ity for a dif er ent type of eth i cal 
encoun ter, one where we are left with what can only be 
an unsat is fied and unrec og nized desire with out object 
and, at times, direc tive.

In writ ing about sec u lar com mit ments, one is 
already writ ing about masked Chris tian theo log i
cal dis putes.24 As Anidjar con tends, “Secularism is a 
name Chris tian ity gave itself when it invented reli
gion, when it named its other or oth ers as reli gions.”25 
Furthermore, Anidjar con tin ues, “Orientalism is sec
u lar ism, and sec u lar ism is Chris tian ity.” Parama Roy 
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and Sandhya Shetty turn to these intertwined names 
of Orientalism and Chris tian ity to con sider how the 
other than human became bound to par tic u lar uni
ties and divi sions in colo nial South Asia. Roy asks 
about these Chris tian theo log i cal pre sup po si tions 
in rela tion to the other than human, whether in ani
mal or sacral form, in her exam i na tion of the career 
of the “wolfchild”—a human child lost or sac ri ficed 
by human par ents but nur tured by wolf moth ers—in 
impe rial South Asia. Notably, wolf chil dren become a 
par tic u lar con cern of evan gel i cal Protestant mis sion
ar ies in the nineteenth and twen ti eth cen tu ries; for 
the lat ter, these chil dren fea ture as sub jects in a mir
a cle nar ra tive, in which they are pre served from harm 
against all  odds by their divinely ani mated lupine 
fos ter moth ers. In a strik ing inver sion of ani mal and 
human norms, the pred a tory ani mal comes to be 
conscripted in the ranks of the Chris tian elect and to 
stand as a rebuke to the prac tices of wan tonly care less 
or cruel nonChris tian humans. This his tory limns the 
curi ous tra jec tory that begins with an anthro pol ogy 
of the cul tures that sac ri fice chil dren to wolves and 
ends in a mis sion ary the ol ogy that claims wolf chil
dren as evi dence of Chris tian grace and redemp tion.

An embat tled evangelicalism on the impe rial fron
tier thus takes on unpre dict able ani mal part ners to 
con jure up a mirac u lous vision of transspe cies sol i dar
ity and trans for ma tion, though this hos pi ta ble ecol ogy 
at the edge of the for est is insep a ra ble from an asser
tion of civilizational (reli giousracial) supremacism. 
The story com pels the ques tion, What, pre cisely, is an 
ecol ogy, and what does it encom pass? For the mis sion
ar ies in the story, an ecol ogy con sists of var ied human 
and ani mal lifeforms, cer tainly, but also includes 
numi nous forms and forces that impinge upon them. 
It is impos si ble sim ply to remove such forces from 
the social and eco log i cal worlds that humans and ani
mals inhabit, and the wolf child’s story makes lit tle 
sense unless under stood as illus trat ing the divine sec
tors through which humans and ani mals are bound 
together in their worldmak ing.

Sandhya Shetty reminds us of how such theo log
i cal assump tions under gird Katherine Mayo’s Mother 
India (1927), pro duc ing what Shetty terms a “fable of 
sov er eignty.” A jeremiad against an Indian/Hindu 
demand for selfrule, this early twen ti ethcen tury 
text spec tac u larly show cases a Hindu male cru elty to 
women and to ani mals that coex ists with vocif er ous 
and hyp o crit i cal avow als of veg e tar ian non vi o lence. 
As such, Mayo’s fable is indexed to a Chris tian ized 

polit i cal the ol ogy grounded in car niv o rous asser tion 
as an indis pens able con di tion of rule, and from which 
the poly the is tic veg e tar ian is definitionally cast out. 
At this inter sec tion of biol ogy and polit i cal the ol ogy, 
the lan guage of eat ing and ani mal ity becomes cen tral 
to the dif er en tial deter mi na tion of the enemy in the 
imag i na tion of a reconfigured empire contending with 
Indian anticolo nial nation al ism. In the sub con ti nen
tal incar na tion of a his tory of the enemy, the Mus lim 
comes curi ously to be solicited as a vig or ous mono the
is tic car ni vore and instru ment of impe rial Chris tian 
ven geance against the Southern idol a trous Hindu with 
his flac cid body and poor veg e tar ian diet. It is, Shetty 
teaches us, a thanatopolitical impulse in Mayo’s Orien
talist ren der ing, indexed to a Chris tian polit i cal the ol
ogy, that upholds slaugh ter and carnivory against the 
veg e tar ian. This fan tasy of carnivory is inte gral, then, 
to enemymak ing in the sub con ti nent just as the wolf
chil dren are cen tral in mark ing grace. And, recall, 
both the enemy and grace are lim itscon cepts to the 
law within a Chris tian theo log i cal frame.26

Finally, Naisargi Dave’s essay on the afec tive pol
i tics of ani mal activ ism in India reminds us that the 
eth i cal is not sim ply given or grasped, but a prac tice 
that is constrained by the lim its of lib eral rec og ni tion 
(and pro tec tion), most nota bly in the con cept of love.27 
Examining the rela tion ship between ani mals, desire, 
and love in India, Dave argues that the prac tice of indif
fer ence, which is called an ethic of non vi o lence, looks 
a lot like the pol i tics of dif er en ti a tion, which is val o
rized as love. Against the pol i tics of dis tinc tion in rela
tion to ani mals, Dave fore grounds an imma nent ethic 
of what she calls indif er ence to dif er ence—or “being 
in dif er ence.” For Dave, this being in dif er ence nei ther 
desires dif er ence nor dif er en ti a tion nor belong ing 
in same ness. Rather she points us toward a pol i tics of 
viraaha, for exam ple, that is to love in dis tance, to not 
pos sess. Pointing us toward shades of this imma nent 
ethic in pre co lo nial South Asian con cep tions of love 
such as ishq, a  prenationalist rev o lu tion ary phi los o phy 
of Gandhian ahimsa, and in the every day life of ani mal 
activ ists, Dave makes an appeal for an impas sioned eth
ics with out love.

Together and sep a rately, arti cles in this spe cial sec
tion speak to the dif  culty of any neat meth od o log i cal 
and the o ret i cal ren der ing of the other than human. 
Shifting from sim ply undo ing the dis tinc tion between 
human and the other than human, each of the con trib
u tors grap ples with how the other than human refuses 
to pro vide any easy to grasp object or pol i tics. Our 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/cssaam

e/article-pdf/42/3/561/1667256/561judge.pdf?guestAccessKey=e807cb21-db34-45af-bb69-39bdd2e8835c by guest on 03 D
ecem

ber 2022



566 Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East  •  42.3  •  2022

 contributors estab lish in a mul ti tude of ways the epis
te mo log i cal pos si bil i ties and chal lenges that inhere in 
prob ing the sec u lar lim its of our received under stand
ing of the other than human—a received under stand
ing that typ i cally under girds the work even of those 
whose schol arly archive encompasses the nonsecular. 
Such an expan sive, nonsecular sense of the other than 
human is a slip pery one and is incom men su ra ble rather 
than com pat i ble with pro to cols of legibility and rec
og ni tion and the cal cu la tions these involve. As Dave’s 
essay under scores, the human ist lan guages of love and 
pro tec tion we have brought to our rela tions with non
hu man ani mals are in the last instance incom pat i ble 
with the more rad i cal, openended forms of hos pi
tal ity demanded of us. Though not engag ing with the 
nonsecular dimen sions of the other than human, her 
essay speaks to the con cep tualepis te mo log i cal and 
eth i cal entail ments that are involved in the imag i na tive 
dila tion of what the other than human encompasses. 
In her essay, as in the oth ers, the other than human 
appears as a series of yet unset tled ques tions about life 
and death, ani mate and inan i mate, and mate ri al ity and 
imma te ri al ity. By ask ing such ques tions in the social, 
polit i cal, intel lec tual, and reli gious land scape of colo
nial and post co lo nial South Asia, this col lec tion hopes 
to pro voke a deeper under stand ing of the par ti tions and 
prov o ca tions that orga nize the other than human. Only 
thus might we envis age move ments toward undo ing, 
reshaping, as well as plumb ing the eth i cal and polit i cal 
injunc tions that emerge from it.

Rajbir Singh Judge is assis tant pro fes sor of his tory at 
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in the intel lec tual and cul tural his tory of South Asia. 
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and Modern Asian Studies.

Parama Roy is pro fes sor of English at the University 
of California, Davis. She is the author of Indian Traf-
fic: Identities in Question in Colonial and Postcolonial 
India (University of California Press, 1998) and Ali-
mentary Tracts: Appetites, Aversions, and the Postcolonial 
(Duke University Press, 2010), and coed i tor of States 
of Trauma: Gender and Violence in South Asia (Zubaan, 
2009). Her cur rent book pro ject, titled “Species, Sac
rifice, and the Question of Empire” and from which 
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than human worlds in nineteenth and twen ti ethcen
tury Britain and its empire.

Notes
The arti cles in the spe cial sec tion were first presented in a work shop 
titled “Questions of the Nonhuman” in Novem ber 2019. The work
shop was funded by the Institute for Religion, Culture, and Public 
Life; International History Program; and Department of Religion 
at Colum bia University. We would like to thank Manan Ahmed, Gil 
Anidjar, Naisargi Dave, Madalyn De Jesus, Marwa Elshakry, Mat thew 
Engelke, Mayanthi Fernando, Walid Hammam, Megnaa Mehtta, 
Debashree Mukherjee, Marianna Pecoraro, Rohan Deb Roy, Sandhya 
Shetty, Kavita Sivaramakrishnan, Nandini Thiyagarajan, and Edwin 
Torres for their assis tance and com ments.

1. Agamben, The Open. Agamben’s own empha sis in this text is on 
“the deci sive polit i cal con flict . . .  between the ani mal ity and the 
human ity of man” (80). For dis tinc tions pro duced by the machine, 
see Grusin, “Introduction,” xi.

2. Haraway, When Species Meet. In an intro duc tion to a spe cial sec tion 
of this jour nal titled “Nonhuman Empires,” Rohan Deb Roy asks that 
we “ques tion the per ceived auton omy of the domains of mat ter, the 
human, and social polit i cal pro cesses, and to explore their inter an
i ma tion” (70).

3. Moore, “Ecology, Capital, and the Nature of Our Times.”

4. Ray, Climate Change and the Art of Devotion.

5. Ray, Climate Change and the Art of Devotion, 173.

6. Jefrey Jerome Cohen’s Stone has sought to break down the geo log i
cal or min eral fron tier—to push beyond the point where spe cies meet, 
in other words—to advo cate for the strange animacy of the lithic.

7. Chen, Animacies, 13. Also see Povinelli, Geontologies, 40.

8. Westerman, “Should Rivers Have Same Legal Rights as Humans?”

9. Cited in de la Cadena, “Indigenous Cosmopolitics in the Andes,” 
335.

10. de la Cadena, Earth Beings.

11. Asif and Taneja, “Introduction: Animals, Ethics, and Enchant
ment in South Asia and the Middle East,” 201.

12. Taneja, Jinnealogy.

13. Govindrajan, Animal Intimacies, 4.

14. TallBear, “Beyond the Life/NotLife Binary,” 191.

15. TallBear, “Beyond the Life/NotLife Binary,” 191.

16. Anidjar, “The Meaning of Life,” 714. And, through it all, “cap i tal
ism is an enor mous smelter,” as Elizabeth Povinelli puts it, “shov el
ing into its fur nace the liv ing and dead” (Povinelli, Geontologies, 167; 
empha sis ours).

17. Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” 26.

18. Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am. As against such anthro
po cen tric witnessing, Naisargi Dave invites us to take seri ously 
the “becom ing ani mal” of some ani mal rights activ ists (“Witness,” 
444–48).

19. Barad, “On Touching,” 207.

20. Spivak, “Subaltern Talk,” 294.

21. Chakrabarty, “The Time of History and the Times of Gods,” 40.
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22. Chakrabarty, “The Time of History and the Times of Gods,” 39. 
In Chakrabarty’s tell ing, those who share their world with gods and 
spir its are definitionally sub al tern and nonWestern. The essays in 
this issue sugg est oth er wise.

23. Chakrabarty, “The Time of History and the Times of Gods,” 39.

24. The lit er a ture on this sub ject is vast. For exam ple, see Löwith, 
Meaning in History; Funkenstein, Theology and the Scientific Imagination;  
Anidjar, Blood; and Mahmood, Religious Difference in a Secular Age.

25. Anidjar, “Secularism,” 62. Also see Asad, Genealogies of Religion, 29.

26. For enemy as limit con cept to the law, see Anidjar, “Terror Right,” 
38. For grace as limit con cept to the law, see Agamben, State of Excep-
tion, 85.

27. Povinelli, Empire of Love. On lib eral pro tec tion, see Povinelli, 
“Bleak House: An Afterword,” 132–33.
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