
Stefanie	  Goyette	  –	  Sample	  Graduate-‐Level	  Syllabus	  

 
Animals and Power in Literature and Theory 

 

 
Ramsund Carving, Sweden, c. 1030 

 
In Marie de France’s Old French lais of “Laüstic” and “Yonec,” birds appears as vehicles of 
resistance: the nightingale of “Laüstic” sings the immaterial, yet still dangerously adulterous love 
between a married woman and her neighbor, until the bird’s body is broken in front of her; in 
“Yonec,” a goshawk transforms into an all too material man in order to enter his lady’s locked 
chambers, where they conceive a child who will kill the jealous lord that has imprisoned his 
mother. In Marie N’Diaye’s Trois femmes puissantes, birds haunt a man jealous of his wife, 
portending tragedy, and N’Diaye’s women seem to be able to be or become birds without a 
distinct change in state. In Kafka’s “Metamorphosis,” the becoming-insect of Gregor Samsa can 
be understood as a means of escape from and a manifestation of the protagonist’s exploitation at 
the hands of his employer and his family. 

In the philosophical works of Aristotle, the medieval theologian Pierre Abelard, and the 
twentieth-century theorist Jacques Derrida, (among numerous others), animals are used to speak 
about ontology, the universal and the particular, and, in a related way, what it means to 
distinguish between animal and human – and how the nature of this distinction affects the way 
that humans treat animals, and the way that they treat other humans and themselves. And the 
effects of this distinction, especially in literature, are often staged in representations of animals 
who/that (an important choice) negotiate, escape, subvert, or confirm structures of power. 

As Deleuze and Guattari argue in Kafka: Pour une littérature mineure, the representation 
of animals can function to highlight lines of escape from certain power structures (labor under 
capitalism), from certain entrenched dialectics defining desire (the Oedipal complex), and from 
the politics of language and space (Kafka’s own disruptive use of German to write) – although 
they never represent escape as such. Animals in literature seem to become “like human” when 
they speak or perform human behaviors, but they also make unfamiliar – deterritorialize – human 
language, making it somehow “animal,” always highlighting the animal side of humanity. 

 
This course will address a series of topics related to animals and the representation and 

disruption of power in literature and philosophy: animal and gender; animal and class; animal 
and religion; animal and language; animal and ontology/animal and human. The primary focus 
will be medieval literature and philosophy, but we will read works from several periods and from 
several traditions in order to explore the fart-reaching implications of how humans imagine and 
distinguish themselves from animals. 
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Preliminary readings:  

• Aristotle – Selections of Categories; “De anima” 
• Darwin – Selections of The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals 
• Deleuze and Guattari – “Qu’est-ce qu’une littérature mineure ?” in Kafka: Pour une littérature 

mineure 
	  
Animal and Gender: 

• Marie de France, selected lays 
• Marie N’Diaye, selections of Trois femmes puissantes 
• Fabliaux, “La sorisete des estopes” (“The Rag Mouse”) 
• Jean d’Arras, Le Livre de Mélusine 

 
• Burns and McCracken, eds. From Beasts to Souls: Gender and Embodiment in Medieval 

Europe, introduction and selected essays 
 
Animal and Religion: 
 
• Roman de Renart, selected branches 
• Rutebeuf – “Le Testament de l’Âne” 
• Gustave Flaubert – “Un Coeur simple” 
• Selected fabliaux 
• Selected exempla 
 
Animals and Language: 
 
• Franz Kafka, “The Metamorphosis” and “A Report to an Academy” 
• Jean de Mandeville, selections of Voyage autour de la terre  

 
• Rousseau – “Discours sur l'origine et les fondements de l'inégalité parmi les hommes”; “Essai 

sur l'origine des langues” 
• Deleuze and Guattari, further selections of Kafka: Pour une littérature mineure 
 
Animals and Ontology, Animal and Human 
 
• Pierre Abelard – Selections of the Glossae super Porphyrium (commentary on the Isagoge); 

Des intellections 
• Marie de France, “Bisclavret” (the werewolf) 
• The Volsünga Saga, Chapters 1-8 (skinchangers) 
• Julio Cortázar – “The Axolotl”  

 
• Virginie Green, “Abelard’s Donkey,” in Logical Fictions 
• Karl Steel, selections of How to Make a Human 
• Jacques Derrida, L’animal que donc je suis 
 


