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Dear	reader:	
	
Thank	you	for	taking	your	time	to	read	this	essay!	
	
The	essay	is	very	much	a	work-in-progress.	It	is	meant	to	be	the	first	half	of	the	last	
chapter	 (Chapter	 6)	 of	 a	 larger	 book	 manuscript	 on	 what	 I	 call	 “comic	 politics.”		
Throughout	 the	chapter	you	will	 find	references	 to	other	parts	of	 the	manuscript.	 I	
realize	that	this	can	make	it	difficult	to	appreciate	all	the	steps	in	the	argument.	Still,	I	
hope	 there	 is	 enough	 for	 you	 to	make	 sense	 of	 it.	 I	 certainly	welcome	 any	 and	 all	
comments	and	suggestions	you	may	have.	
	
To	get	a	better	sense	of	the	manuscript,	here	is	the	table	of	contents	as	it	stands	now:		
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Chapter	6:	Comic	critters	

October	2021	

	

“…with	all	the	unfaithful	offspring	of	the	sky	gods,	with	my	littermates	who	find	

a	rich	wallow	in	multispecies	matter,	I	want	to	make	a	critical	and	joyful	fuss	

about	these	matters.	I	want	to	stay	with	the	trouble,	and	the	only	way	I	know	to	

do	that	is	in	generative	joy,	terror,	and	collective	thinking.”	

	

-	Donna	Haraway,	Staying	with	the	Trouble,	p.	31.	

	

“Looking	at	us	from	all	sides,	you’ll	find	that	in	our	character	and	lifestyles	

we’re	in	all	respects	most	like	wasps.	First,	no	creature	is	more	sharp-tempered	

than	we	are	when	irritated,	or	more	cantankerous.	Then	again,	we	engineer	

everything	else	just	like	wasps:	we	gather	in	swarms	as	if	into	nests,	some	of	us	

judging	in	the	archon’s	court,	some	before	the	Eleven,	and	some	in	the	Odeum,	

packed	in	tight	against	the	walls	like	this,	hunched	toward	the	ground	and	

hardly	moving,	like	grubs	in	their	cells.	We’re	very	resourceful	at	making	a	

living,	too:	we	sting	everybody	and	so	provide	our	daily	bread.”	

	

-	Chorus	leader	in	Aristophanes,	Wasps,	1104	–	1114.	

	

To	say	that	we	–	all	of	us	inhabiting	the	planet	Earth	–	live	in	troubled	times	is	surely	an	

understatement.	Rising	 sea	 levels,	 rampant	wildfires,	 excessive	heat,	 increased	 loss	of	

biodiversity,	famine	produced	by	longer	than	usual	draughts,	and	changed	or	failing	sea	

currents	deep	down	in	the	oceans.	Any	day	of	the	week	you	read	or	hear	about	these	(and	
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other)	 troubling	 developments	 in	 the	 newspaper,	 on	 the	 radio,	 in	 television	 shows,	

and/or	on	the	internet.	Scientists,	for	their	part,	see	the	developments	as	part	of	a	larger	

shift	 in	 the	Earth’s	history	 that	has	altered	the	basic	relationship	between	human	and	

nonhuman	modes	 of	 life.1	 Rather	 than	 approaching	 the	 two	modes	 of	 life	 as	 distinct	

categories	–	be	it	spatially	or	temporally	–	evidence	now	suggests	that	they	have	become	

so	entangled	that	we	no	longer	can	treat	them	as	separate	from	each	other.	To	mark	this	

intensified	 entanglement,	 it	 is	 commonly	 said	 that	 the	 planet	 has	 entered	 (or,	

alternatively,	is	on	its	way	into)	a	new	geological	epoch:	the	Anthropocene.2	Imperfect	in	

more	ways	than	one	can	count,	the	name	nonetheless	provides	us	with	a	starting	point	

for	addressing	the	challenges	of	anthropogenic	climate	change.	First,	it	allows	us	to	see	

where	to	locate	the	problem	–	in	brief:	the	belief	in	human	exceptionalism	–	and	second,	

it	gives	us	the	orientation	needed	to	empower	new	ways	of	thinking	and	acting.	All	this,	

of	course,	in	addition	to	the	many	other	challenges	that	we	have	encountered	so	far	in	

this	book:	 inequality,	misogyny,	racism,	stigmatization,	homophobia,	political	violence,	

and	so	on.	

The	pressure	of	these	challenges	and	developments	is	no	doubt	an	important	reason	

for	the	turn	to	tragedy	and	the	tragic	in	contemporary	political	and	social	theory.	A	good	

example	is	William	E.	Connolly	whose	recent	work	revolves	around	some	of	the	many	

tensions	embedded	in	the	Anthropocene,	both	as	a	way	of	naming	our	current	condition	

and	as	a	way	of	organizing	political	life	more	broadly.	Connolly	is	particularly	interested	

in	 tracking	 how	 the	 Anthropocene	 simultaneously	 augments	 the	 significance	 of	

nonhuman	 forces	and	 places	 “the	human”	 at	 the	 center	of	world	history	 –	 as	 if	 it	 has	

conquered	 everything	 else	 and	 now	 is	 the	 only	 real	 agent	 left	 in	 town.	 According	 to	

Connolly,	both	of	 these	seemingly	countervailing	 tendencies	may	be	 true	 in	 their	own	

right,	but	together	they	tend	to	produce	an	almost	suicidal	quest	for	power	that	augments	
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rather	than	mitigates	the	rather	palpable	dangers	of	anthropogenic	climate	change.3	To	

avoid	 this	outcome,	Connolly	argues,	we	need	a	“tragic	sensibility”	 that	rejects	human	

exceptionalism	 in	 favor	 of	 more	 imaginative	 modes	 of	 becoming	 embedded	 in	 the	

multiple	crossings	of	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	life.	The	result	is	a	more	expansive	

sense	of	democracy	that	provides	the	 impetus	needed	to	not	only	criticize	the	current	

state	of	affairs	but	also	generate	a	care	 for	all	kinds	of	 life,	 including	nonhuman	ones.	

Here’s	how	Connolly	puts	it:	

	

“When	 you	 fold	 intercoded	 concepts	 such	 as	 ‘the	 human	 estate,’	 ‘a	 cosmos	 of	

becoming,’	 ‘heterogeneous,	 intersecting	planetary	 force	 fields,’	 ‘a	 tragic	 vision	of	

possibility,’	‘existential	resentment,’	‘existential	affirmation,’	‘fragility	of	things,’	and	

‘the	spiritualization	of	enmity’	into	interpretations	and	interventions	that	are	also	

pitched	at	 the	 levels	of	 local,	 state,	 interstate,	and	global	politics,	political	 thought	

may	 approach	 the	 layered,	 exploratory	 engagements	 appropriate	 to	 the	

contemporary	condition.	Now	 interpretation	becomes	more	multilayered	so	 that	

dicey	 intersections	 between	 late	 capitalism,	 regional	 religious	 practices,	 and	

nonhuman	 planetary	 forces	 with	 own	 powers	 of	 metamorphosis	 become	 more	

closely	defined	objects	of	engagement.”4	

	

My	goal	in	this	chapter	is	to	extend	this	line	of	thinking	but	also	to	show	how	its	

presuppositions	prevent	us	from	going	as	far	as	we	may	want	it	to	go.5	My	main	concern	

relates	to	the	kind	of	work	that	a	tragic	frame	(or	“sensibility”,	as	in	the	case	of	Connolly)	

does	for	an	affirmative	orientation	to	democratic	politics.	As	I	discussed	in	chapter	1	–	

and	as	we	have	seen	throughout	the	ensuing	chapters	–	tragedy	and	the	tragic	often	lend	

themselves	 to	 a	 narratological	 “all-or-nothing”	 moment	 that	 precludes	 progressive	
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change	by	foregrounding	an	affective	economy	based	on	fragility,	melancholy,	suffering,	

and	vulnerability.	Connolly	 is	 certainly	aware	of	 the	 limitations	 that	 this	 set	of	affects	

entails,	and	he	even	goes	as	far	as	to	recognize	joy	and	comedy	as	a	way	to	avoid	the	worst	

scenarios	associated	with	climate	change	and	the	Anthropocene.6	Still,	without	a	proper	

account	 of	 how	 these	 comic	 experiences	 develop,	 we	 may	 not	 be	 able	 to	 break	 the	

affective	stuckness	engendered	by	the	tragic	frame.	Not	only	do	we	risk	reducing	comic	

experiences	to	something	that	comes	“after”	the	tragic	–	and,	in	that	sense,	as	something	

superfluous	or	otherwise	secondary;	we	may	also	disavow	or	otherwise	underestimate	

the	very	vitality	embedded	in	the	comic	itself.	The	latter	seems	particularly	problematic	

if	our	goal	is	to	reshuffle	the	conditions	of	human	and	nonhuman	coexistence	in	a	world	

challenged	by	the	possibility	of	yet	another	mass	extinction	event.	

To	 counter	 these	 tendencies	 and	 developments,	 then,	 this	 chapter	 extends	 the	

“genre-shifting”	project	that	has	been	a	current	theme	throughout	the	book.	I	do	so	by	

placing,	perhaps	somewhat	counterintuitively,	comic	politics	at	the	center	of	the	biggest	

challenge	of	our	time:	climate	change	and	the	Anthropocene.	First	of	all,	I	wish	to	show	

how	a	series	of	comic	experiences	subsist	on	both	sides	of	the	human/nonhuman-divide,	

and	thus	how	comic	politics	is	not	–	contrary	what	one	might	think	–	reserved	for	humans	

alone	(section	II).7	Appreciating	how	this	might	be	the	case	matters	because	it	will	allow	

us	 to	 see	 how	 comic	 experiences	 work	 to	 not	 only	 disclose	 but	 also	 reconfigure	 the	

practices	 of	 coexistence	 needed	 to	 sustain	 and	 expand	 life	 in	 the	 Anthropocene	 and	

beyond.	The	second	part	of	the	argument	(section	III)	expands	on	this	insight	by	showing	

how	the	entanglements	of	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	life	can	-	and	indeed	ought	-	

to	inform	the	organization	of	politics	and,	thus,	how	comic	experiences	more	broadly	can	

support	the	political	vision	that	Connolly	and	others	highlight.	My	main	focus	in	this	part	

of	the	argument	is	what	Jane	Bennett	and	Bruno	Latour	call	“a	parliament	of	things”	–	an	
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idea	that	surely	seems	comical	but,	ultimately,	may	provide	the	most	promising	way	of	

negotiating	democracy’s	“empty	place	of	power”	in	an	ever-warming	world.	

	

II.	An	assemblage	of	comic	critters	

	

To	 say,	 as	 I	 want	 to	 say,	 that	 comic	 experiences	 subsist	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	

human/nonhuman-divide	may	seem	both	banal	and	ridiculous.	Banal	because	most	of	us,	

at	some	point	in	time,	have	experienced	a	laughter-inducing	encounter	with	an	animal	or	

some	 nonhuman	 object	 –	 be	 it	 a	 stick,	 a	 feather,	 a	 machine,	 or	 even	 a	 banana	 peel.	

Ridiculous	 because	 it,	 ceteris	 paribus,	 seems	 wrong	 to	 think	 that	 these	 modes	 of	

nonhuman	life	are	endowed	with	the	same	agentive	capacities	as	humans	and,	thus,	that	

they	 experience	 the	world	 in	 similar	ways.	 Yet	 this	 seems	 precisely	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	

consequences	 of	 approaching	 politics	 from	 an	 Anthropocene	 perspective.	 As	 humans	

intervene	deeper	and	deeper	into	the	earth’s	ecosystems	–	and	as	these	systems	in	turn	

develop	 in	 new	 and	 unexpected	 ways	 –	 the	 very	 distinction	 between	 human	 and	

nonhuman	modes	of	life	becomes	ever-more	blurred.	To	some,	the	realization	that	this	is	

the	case	is	old	news	and	only	serves	to	underscore	the	amount	of	work	spent,	discursively	

as	well	as	 institutionally,	on	covering	up	the	more	or	 less	obvious	entanglements	 that	

have	 existed	 since	 the	 beginning	 of	 life	 (as	 we	 know	 it).8	 Be	 that	 as	 it	 may,	 the	

Anthropocene	 –	 and	 with	 it	 the	 accompanying	 challenges	 of	 anthropogenic	 climate	

change	–	certainly	provides	good	reasons	for	avoiding	any	kind	of	categorical	distinction	

between	the	two.	

	 To	appreciate	how	this	applies	to	comedy	and	comic	experience,	we	only	have	to	

consider	the	cases	discussed	so	far	in	this	book.	While	all	of	them	seem	to	privilege	the	

human,	it	is	not	difficult	to	find	traces	of	nonhuman	life	subsisting	within	their	specific	
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modes	 of	 expression	 and	 imagery.	 Clearest	 might	 be	 Rabelais’	 Gargantua	 whose	

enormous	size	and	gross	monstrosity	evoke	an	image	of	something	more-than-human	–	

a	 creature	 that	 is	 both	 divine	 and	 animalistic,	 sacred	 and	 mundane.	 In	 the	 case	 of	

Chappelle	and	Gadsby,	moreover,	we	hear	stories	of	a	life	lived	on	the	margins	of	society,	

often	discounted	as	less-than-human	and,	thus,	subject	to	social	discrimination,	political	

violence,	and	brute	force.	Even	in	the	case	with	which	I	began	this	book	–	Umberto	Eco’s	

The	Name	of	the	Rose	–	the	real	agents	are	not	only	the	humans	who	conspire	against	each	

other	but	the	presence	of	an	artifact	–	Aristotle’s	lost	treatise	on	comedy	–	whose	memory	

is	so	vivid	that	 it	can	provoke	anything	from	murder	to	true	philosophical	knowledge.	

Contrary	 to	 common	 belief,	 these	 examples	 all	 show	 how	 comic	 experiences	 offer	 a	

unique	opportunity	for	studying	the	entanglements	of	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	

life.	So	much	so,	in	fact,	that	the	question	inevitably	arises:	might	the	affirmation	of	comic	

experience,	 tout	 court,	 not	 be	 the	 best	 way	 to	 interrupt	 any	 categorical	 distinction	

between	the	human	and	the	nonhuman?	

	 My	goal	in	this	part	of	the	chapter	is	to	answer	this	question	affirmatively,	and	to	

do	so	by	expanding	the	number	of	exemplary	cases	relevant	for	our	discussion.	The	goal,	

in	 short,	 is	 to	 create	 an	 “assemblage	 of	 comic	 critters.”	 The	 first	 part	 of	 this	 name	 –	

“assemblage”	–	is	meant	to	emphasize	how	the	entanglements	of	human	and	nonhuman	

lives	occur	within	a	more	or	less	delimited	context	of	other	entanglements.	The	second	

part	of	the	name	–	“critter”	–	is	meant	to	foreground	how	the	relevant	agents	are	different	

from	what	we	normally	consider	appropriate	in	discussions	about	democratic	politics.9	

Associated	with	past	rural	life	–	and	sometimes	used	endearing,	sometimes	disparaging	

–	 critter	 denotes	 a	 living	 creature	 placed	 somewhere	 in	 between	 the	 human	 and	 the	

nonhuman.	 A	 critter	 can	 be	 an	 animal,	 or	 it	 can	 be	 a	 human	 being.	 It	 is	 often	 used	

representationally	 –	 “you	 are	 a	 critter”	 –	 but	 it	 quickly	 evolves	 into	 something	more	
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creaturely,	as	when	one	or	more	critters	begin	to	change	the	composition	of	its	or	their	

surroundings.		

It	is	this	incongruous	“in	between”	–	between	the	human	and	the	nonhuman,	the	

representational	and	the	singular	–	that	I	want	to	explore	in	the	ensuing	pages.	My	hope	

(my	 wager?)	 is	 that	 such	 an	 exploration	 can	 bring	 us	 closer	 to	 the	 many	 comic	

experiences	that	subsist	within	the	entanglements	of	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	life.	

By	appreciating	this,	I	argue,	it	becomes	clearer	how	comic	experiences	can	inspire	the	

kind	of	democratic	politics	that	Connolly	and	others	envision	but	struggle	to	empower	

from	within	a	tragic	framework.	

	

Donna	Haraway’s	string	figures	

To	inch	closer	to	this	idea,	let	us	begin	at	the	opposite	end	of	the	continuum	–	with	what	

I	already	have	indicated	might	be	a	particularly	important	but	also	problematic	discourse	

due	to	its	representational,	human-centered	perspective:	“the	Anthropocene.”	As	already	

indicated,	the	Anthropocene	derives	its	name	from	the	Greek	word	anthropos	–	meaning	

“human”	–	which,	on	the	face	of	 it,	makes	good	sense	considering	how	climate	change	

itself	 is	a	 result	of	an	 increased	 level	of	human	activity	across	 the	globe.	Still,	 there	 is	

something	 strange	 –	 even	 problematic	 –	 about	 privileging	 the	 human	 in	 the	manner	

suggested	 to	 us	 by	 many	 Anthropocene	 discourses.10	 Not	 only	 is	 it	 wrong	 to	 reduce	

humanity	to	only	one	agent	–	the	human	–	it	is	also	reductive	to	limit	human	activity	to	

just	one	desire:	to	exploit	and	to	burn	fossil	fuels.	Lost	in	this	reduction	are	the	myriad	

ways	in	which	humans	and	nonhumans	interact	to	produce	new	modes	of	coexistence	

that	are	more	or	less	sustainable.	Indeed,	if	there	is	anything	unique	about	anthropogenic	

climate	change,	it	is	precisely	how	changes	in	one	side	of	the	relationship	affect	the	other	

side	in	ways	that	are	simultaneously	far-reaching	and	open-ended.11	
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One	way	to	embrace	this	condition	is	to	do	as	Donna	Haraway	does:	pluralize	the	

Anthropocene-name	in	order	to	bring	it	closer	to	the	more-than-human	processes	that	

define	so	much	of	what	is	going	in	anthropogenic	climate	change.	Haraway’s	own	favorite	

is	the	“Chthulucene”,	which	derives	its	name	from	a	spider,	Pimoa	chtulhu,	which	in	turn	

is	 derived	 from	 the	 ancient	 Greek	 khthonios,	 meaning	 “of	 the	 earth.”12	 Behind	 this	

material-semiotic	play	on	words	lies	an	ambition	to	highlight	the	world’s	connected	but	

also	 open-ended	 character.	 The	 Chthulucene-name	 is	 thus	 meant	 to	 operate	 in	 both	

representational	 and	 singular	 ways,	 signifying	 a	 generally	 shared	 condition	 that	

nonetheless	feels	unique	to	each	and	every	agent	in	the	world.	To	underscore	this	aspect,	

Haraway	 encourages	 us	 to	 envision	 the	 spiderweb	 produced	 by	 the	 primoa	 chtulhu-

spider	as	a	matter	of	complexified	entanglements	of	human	and	nonhuman	forces.	Each	

string	links	one	node	to	another	and	creates	and	empowers	in	that	sense	new	lines	of	

movement	 and	 coexistence.	 Or,	 as	 Haraway	 puts	 it:	 “The	 tentacular	 ones	 make	

attachments	 and	 detachments;	 they	 make	 cuts	 and	 knobs…;	 they	 weave	 paths	 and	

consequences	but	not	determinisms;	they	are	both	open	and	knotted	in	some	ways	and	

not	others.”13	

	 For	 our	 purposes,	 the	 most	 interesting	 aspect	 of	 this	 attempt	 to	 displace	 the	

Anthropocene’s	privileging	of	the	representational	and	the	human	is	whether	it	opens	us	

up	to	anything	comedic.	Notwithstanding	Haraway’s	own	invocation	of	“generative	joy”	

–	which	I	cited	as	this	chapter’s	first	epigraph	–	the	answer	seems,	perhaps	surprisingly,	

to	be	“no”.	The	stories	that	Haraway’s	critter-like	string	figures	tell	–	and	the	traces	they	

leave	 behind	 –	 are	 about	 “extinction,	 extermination,	 and	 partial	 recuperation.”14	

Moreover,	 the	figures	themselves	may	strive	to	generate	a	shared	response	from	both	

humans	and	nonhumans,	but	they	do	so	through	various	stages	of	“grief”	and	“undoing.”15	

Add	to	this	that	they	live	in	“precarious	times”	and	that	they	compete	with	a	long	list	of	
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natural	 disasters,	 including	 (but	 not	 limited	 to)	 “rapidly	 decomposing	 coral	 reef	

ecosystems,”	 “the	 leveling	of	vast	 forests,”	 and	 “extreme	and	extended	 fire	 seasons.”16	

Against	this	backdrop,	it	is	no	surprise	that	the	string	figures	rarely	tell	a	joke.	There	is,	it	

seems,	nothing	funny	or	joyful	about	living	in	the	Anthropocene-Chthulucene.	

	 Or	is	there?	Perhaps	the	joy	–	even	the	comedic	–	subsists	not	in	what	the	string	

figures	 signify	 (representation),	 but	 rather	 in	 what	 they	 do	 and	 what	 they	 become	

(singularity).	The	spider	itself	is	certainly	an	incongruous	being	that	derives	its	force	from	

turning	small	silk	threads	into	intricate	webs	that,	like	small	mechanical	wonders,	hang	

almost	invisibly	in	mid-air.	While	this	near-invisibility	often	feels	like	a	nuisance	for	“us”	

humans,	it	actually	helps	to	disclose	the	intelligence	that	subsists	within	the	nonhuman	

part	of	the	world	–	in	this	case,	how	the	spider	must	hide	its	web	from	other	species	in	

order	 to	secure	 the	 food	needed	to	survive	and	to	procreate.	This,	of	course,	does	not	

make	the	spiderweb	completely	harmonious	or	strictly	self-serving.	On	the	one	hand,	the	

spider	 uses	 the	web	 as	 a	 home	 for	 its	 offspring	 and	 as	 a	 hunting	 tool	 to	 capture	 and	

immobilize	its	prey.	On	the	other	hand,	the	web	itself	serves	a	much	larger	purpose	–	the	

balance	 of	 the	 entire	 ecosystem	 –	 which	 diminishes	 or	 even	 eliminates	 the	 spider’s	

mastery	 of	 its	 own	 environment.	 The	 combination	 of	 these	 two	 features	 suggests	 a	

productive	incongruity	that	resembles	comic	experience	–	not	in	the	sense	of	being	loud-

out	funny,	but	in	the	sense	of	creating	the	kind	of	generative	joy	that	Haraway	emphasizes	

in	her	own	discussions.	Add	to	this	the	impossibility	of	the	word	“Chthulucene.”	Anyone	

who	has	tried	to	say	the	word	in	public	will	realize	how	tongue-twisting	it	can	be.	The	

world	quite	simply	does	not	sound	or	look	the	same	once	you	have	mastered	the	string	

of	letters	that	makes	up	the	word	C-h-t-h-u-l-u-c-e-n-e!	

	 If	 we	 approach	 Haraway’s	 string	 figures	 –	 and	 life	 in	 the	 Anthropocene-

Chthulucene	more	generally	–	in	this	manner,	then	we	might	begin	to	better	appreciate	



	 11	

how	 the	 entanglements	 of	 human	 and	 nonhuman	 life	 entail	 comic	 experiences	 that	

contribute	 productively	 and	 affirmatively	 to	 discussions	 about	 climate	 change.	 Most	

obvious	is	the	shift	 in	perspective	on	“who”	and	“want”	counts	as	an	agent.	As	already	

noted,	 the	 spiderweb	 may	 frustrate	 “us”	 humans,	 but	 it	 is	 at	 the	 same	 time	 also	 an	

existential	 requirement	because	 our	 own	 lives,	 quite	 literally,	 hinge	on	 its	well-being.	

Without	the	spiderweb,	the	ecosystems	may	not	function	as	well	as	they	should,	which	

would	lead	to	a	decrease	in	life-quality	for	everyone	on	the	planet,	including	the	humans.	

The	realization	that	this	is	the	case	should	make	us	acknowledge	that	“the	agent”	always-

already	 occurs	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 many	 other	 entanglements.	 This,	 of	 course,	 does	 not	

preclude	friction	or	disagreement	–	an	insight	that	is	particularly	obvious	in	the	case	of	

anthropogenic	 climate	 change	 that	 quite	 clearly	 and	 continuously	 favors	 the	 “human”	

over	the	“nonhuman”.	From	the	perspective	of	comic	experience,	however,	the	point	is	

not	to	eliminate	this	friction	and	disagreement,	but	rather	–	in	line	with	our	discussion	in	

chapter	5	–	 to	 identify	when	 it	 is	 sustainable,	 and	when	 it	 is	not.	To	 follow	 the	comic	

experiences	invoked	by	Haraway’s	string	figures	is	in	that	sense	a	double-edged	sword:	

the	experiences	can	help	us	to	disclose	and	to	acknowledge	the	many	entanglements	of	

human	 and	 nonhuman	 lives,	 and	 they	 can	 offer	 us	 a	 way	 to	 question	 and	 possibly	

reconfigure	the	power	that	some	life-forms	have	over	others.	

	 Allow	me	–	before	I	expand	our	assemblage	of	comic	critters	in	a	more	explicitly	

political	direction	–	to	highlight	yet	another	benefit	of	approaching	the	Anthropocene-

Chthulucene	in	the	manner	suggested	here.	According	to	Haraway,	our	current	condition	

is	so	challenging	that	it	calls	for	what	she	calls	“response-ability”,	by	which	she	means	a	

new	 conception	 of	 responsibility	 that	 cultivates	 a	 “collective	 knowing	 and	 doing,	 an	

ecology	 of	 practices.”17	 While	 such	 an	 ecology	 of	 practices	 responds	 to	 the	 “terror”	

associated	with	life	in	the	Anthropocene-Chthulucene,	it	also	seems	to	rest	on	the	kind	of	
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generative	joy	that	Haraway	gestures	toward	but	never	really	reaches.	Comic	experiences	

like	 the	 ones	 developed	 here	 offer	 here	 yet	 another	 spark.	 Not	 only	 does	 do	 the	

experiences	 traverse	 the	 human/nonhuman-divide;	 they	 provide	 the	 fuel	 needed	 to	

nourish	and	to	sustain	new	modes	of	thinking	and	acting.	

	

Aristophanes’	wasps	

To	expand	on	this	insight,	we	may	turn	to	another	poignant	example	where	the	comedic	

as	well	as	political	elements	are	even	more	obvious:	Aristophanes’	comedy	The	Wasps,	

written	and	performed	at	the	Lenaia	in	422	B.C.	The	play	may	not	be	Aristophanes’	most	

eloquent	–	that	prize	goes	to	The	Frogs,	produced	almost	twenty	years	later,	in	405	B.C.	–	

but	it	nevertheless	stands	out	as	relevant	due	to	its	interest	in	placing	the	entanglements	

of	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	life	alongside	a	political	system	that	struggles	with	its	

own	sense	of	purpose	and	identity.	The	combination	of	 these	two	interests	makes	 it	a	

perfect	place	to	continue	our	investigation	into	comic	critters	and	their	empowering	role	

in	 times	of	 crisis.	 It	 also	 strengthens,	 almost	by	definition,	 the	underlying	 idea	of	 this	

book:	to	shift	the	genre	of	democratic	theory	from	tragedy	to	comedy.	

	 But	I	am	getting	ahead	of	myself!	Before	we	can	begin	to	distill	some	of	the	play’s	

many	insights,	we	first	need	to	appreciate	what	the	play	is	about.	The	main	theme	is	the	

corrupt	nature	of	the	ancient	Athenian	jury	system,	including	the	deep	political	and	social	

challenges	that	Athens	faced	after	Cleon’s	return	to	power	in	423	B.C.	The	play	explores	

these	challenges	by	pitting	Lovecleon	–	an	older	man	serving	Cleon’s	regime	as	a	juror	–	

against	his	own	son	–	Loathcleon	–	who	wants	to	reform	the	system,	and	who	rejects	–	

nay,	 loathes	 –	 everything	 about	 his	 father’s	 ideology	 and	 lifestyle.	 The	 first	 set	 of	

entanglements	appears	when	the	play	presents	Lovecleon,	who	 is	 trying	 to	hide	away	

from	Loathcleon’s	punishing	wrath,	as	both	a	“pet	crow”	hammering	“pegs	into	the	wall”	
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and	as	a	lost	person	“on	all	fours,	scurrying	about	like	a	mouse.”18	Later	in	the	play	the	

entanglements	 appear	 once	 again	when	Loathcleon	manages	 to	manipulate	his	 father	

into	thinking	that	he	can	serve	as	a	juror	at	home,	adjudicating	between	the	household’s	

many	animals.	Lovecleon	is	particularly	fascinated	by	a	conflict	between	two	dogs,	each	

represented	by	their	own	lawyer	and	with	humans	as	well	as	nonhumans	serving	as	their	

witnesses:	“But	dear	boy,	it’s	an	open	and	shut	case.	The	facts	bark	for	themselves.”19	To	

this	claim,	the	play’s	chorus	responds	by	presenting	itself	as	wasp-like	beings:	“sharp-

tempered,”	 “cantankerous,”	 “resourceful,”	 and,	 according	 to	 themselves,	 “a	most	 virile	

breed	and	one	that	very	substantially	aided	this	city	in	battle.”20	

	 A	strictly	human-representational	reading	may	 interpret	 these	 interventions	as	

signs	of	a	degenerative	process	meant	to	inspire	Aristophanes’	audience	to	either	reform	

or	 radically	 change	 their	 city’s	 governance	 structure.	 Such	 interpretation	 is	 certainly	

plausible	and	help	substantiate	the	image	of	Aristophanes	as	an	early	humanist.21	At	the	

same	 time,	 however,	 it	 is	 as	 if	 something	 else	 is	 at	 stake	 –	 something	more	 singular,	

something	more-than-human.	The	movement	here	is	not	unlike	Haraway’s	discussion	of	

life	in	the	Anthropocene-Chthulucene.	The	chorus,	for	example,	may	introduce	itself	as	

merely	analogous	 to	wasps,	and	yet	 this	difference	between	“essence”	and	“existence”	

dissipates	 once	 the	 chorus	members	 begin	 to	 enact	 their	 desires	 and	 wishes	 for	 the	

future.22	Similarly,	there	is	nothing	analogous	or	metaphorical	about	the	dogs	subject	to	

Lovecleon’s	jury	trial.	Here,	too,	the	animality	is	as	material	as	anything	else.	For	these	

reasons,	we	might	sidestep	our	humanistic	inclinations	and	say,	as	Mark	Payne	does	in	

his	 interpretation,	 that	 Lovecleon	 and	 Loathcleon	 arise	 from	 the	 same	 underlying	

“substance”	whose	structure	and	genealogy	require	attention	to	the	many	entanglements	

of	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	life.23	While	such	a	project	may	seem	like	a	return	to	

some	primordial	state	of	being,	it	is	actually	the	other	way	around.	The	play’s	interest	in	
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comic	experience,	 including	comedy’s	continuous	play	on	difference	and	regeneration,	

ensures	a	decisively	future-looking	orientation.	Or	as	Payne	puts	it:	“To	return	to	itself	as	

genuinely	rejuvenating	playful	intelligence	it	needs	to	be	interrupted	in	its	attachments	

such	that	it	can	reboot	the	process	of	cathexis.”24	

	 This	more-than-human	 reading	 finds	 additional	 support	 in	 another	 aspect	 that	

Payne	does	not	consider	but	nonetheless	seems	to	fit	quite	well	with	his	interpretation	of	

the	play:	The	Wasps	as	participant	in	what	Stephen	Halliwell,	 in	his	analysis	of	ancient	

Greek	 culture,	 calls	 “ritual	 laughter.”	By	 this	Halliwell	means	 “a	 family	 of	 practices	 in	

which	laughter	not	only	arises	inside	a	context	of	religious	ceremonial	but	appears	to	be	

invited	 and	 expected	 at	 certain	 junctures.”25	 The	 invitation	 to	 this	 kind	 of	 laughter	 is	

mostly	relevant	to	Dionysian	festivals,	of	which	the	Lenaia	that	featured	The	Wasps	was	

an	important	one.	Moreover,	given	the	religious	context,	ritual	laughter	appears	as	a	way	

to	connect	with	the	many	Greek	gods,	traversing	or	even	breaking	down	some	of	the	usual	

barriers,	including	the	ones	between	human	and	nonhuman,	divine	and	mundane,	nature	

and	culture.	The	use	of	shameful	language	–	also	known	as	aischrologia	–	appears	in	this	

context	designed	 to	open	up	 the	 space	 in	between	 the	 traditional	 dichotomies	 and	 to	

disclose	the	underlying	shared	substance	that	Payne	also	highlights.	Indeed,	the	thinking	

behind	 this	 conception	 and	 use	 of	 language	 anticipates	 much	 of	 what	 we	 have	 seen	

throughout	the	last	five	chapters.	With	laughter	–	and	comic	experience	more	generally	–	

a	new	and	more	vital	and	empowering	world	opens	up!	

All	 of	 this	 is	 on	 full	 display	 in	The	Wasps	where	 the	 ongoing	 entanglements	 of	

human	and	nonhuman	lives	are	supplemented	with	a	series	of	obscene	utterances,	not	

unlike	the	ones	we	discussed,	in	chapter	5,	in	relation	to	the	comedy-documentary	The	

Aristocrats.	 Halliwell’s	 own	 example	 appears	 late	 in	 the	 play	 where	 Lovecleon,	 in	 an	

attempt	to	sidetrack	Loathcleon’s	scheming	behavior,	tries	to	seduce	a	young	woman	–	
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only	to	be	interrupted	by	Loathcleon	himself.	Lovecleon’s	response	features	many	of	the	

elements	that	Halliwell	associates	with	aischrologia	and	the	laughter	it	provokes.26	First,	

Lovecleon	asks	the	woman,	with	a	not-so-veiled	reference	to	phallic	processions	common	

at	the	time,	to	hold	his	“torch	and	stand	still.”	Then	he	prepares	to	“play	teenage	tricks”	

on	Loathcleon.	And	finally,	he	associates	these	tricks	with	the	ones	Loathcleon	played	on	

him	“when	I	stood	for	 initiation.”	The	latter	 is	a	reference	to	the	Eleusinian	Mysteries,	

which	 featured	ritual	mockery	of	 initiates,	 imitating	 the	abusive	 joking	of	 Iambe,	who	

according	to	the	myth	had	made	Demeter	smile	when	mourning	the	loss	of	Persephone.	

Whether	 it	was	Lovecleon	or	 Loathcleon	who	did	 the	mockery	 at	 the	 initiation	 is	 not	

immediately	clear.	Still,	the	confusion	only	adds	to	the	mysteries’	ritualized	reliance	on	

comic	 inversions	 to	 celebrate	 life	 itself	 –	 human	 and	 nonhuman	 –	 and	 to	 ensure	 the	

initiated	a	happy	existence	after	death.27	

If	we	 put	 all	 of	 this	 together,	we	may	 begin	 to	 see	 how	 a	 play	 like	The	Wasps	

extends	 the	 assemblage	 begun	 by	 Haraway’s	 string	 figures,	 offering	 new	 insight	 into	

comic	critters	and	their	empowering	role	in	times	of	crisis.	Aristophanes’	time	is	certainly	

not	ours,	and	the	challenges	we	face	are	not	the	same	as	the	ones	that	haunted	ancient	

Athens	 around	 400	 B.C.	 That	 said,	 we	might	 still	 appreciate	 how	 comic	 experiences,	

regardless	 of	 their	 historical	 context,	 can	 interrupt	 preconceived	 conceptions	 of	what	

counts	as	“human”	and	“nonhuman”	life	–	and	how	this	interruption,	in	turn,	can	give	way	

to	 a	 fuller	 and	 more	 empowering	 way	 of	 living.	 All	 this	 certainly	 seems	 worth	

emphasizing	given	the	challenges	posed	by	climate	change	and	the	conditions	imposed	

by	the	Anthropocene-Chthulucene.	It	both	underscores	how	comic	experience	provides	

the	fuel	needed	to	affirm	(not	lament)	the	very	persistence	of	incongruity	in	life,	and	it	

energizes	 the	 practices	 needed	 to	 nourish	 and	 to	 sustain	 new	modes	 of	 thinking	 and	

acting.	 In	 that	 sense,	 Aristophanes’	 play	 offers	what	Haraway’s	 intervention	 lacks:	 an	
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account	of	the	energy	needed	to	embed	“response-ability”	within	an	ecology	of	practices	

committed	to	an	expansive	care	for	life	itself.	

	

Sex	pots	and	funny	gorillas	

I	conclude	this	chapter’s	 tour	around	the	outskirts	of	comic	experience	by	turning	the	

tables	 one	 more	 time.	 Rather	 than	 beginning	 with	 the	 human-representational	

perspective	–	and	then	working	my	way	into	the	singular,	more-than-human	experiences	

embedded	in	this	perspective	–	I	now	try	to	emphasize	the	latter	in	order	to	show	how	

nonhuman	 modes	 of	 life,	 even	 when	 left	 to	 their	 own	 devices,	 invoke	 comedic	

experiences.	Some	may	say	that	naming	them	“comic”	itself	is	an	act	of	representational	

thinking.	Be	that	as	it	may,	this	apparent	self-contradiction	only	serves	to	underscore	the	

entanglements	of	the	representative	and	the	singular,	the	human	and	the	nonhuman.	To	

appreciate	this,	I	insist,	is	crucial	to	analyzing	politics	in	the	Anthropocene-Chthulucene	

–	and,	hence,	to	organizing	a	vibrant	and	inclusive	democracy	in	a	time	of	anthropogenic	

climate	change.	

To	make	this	more	tangible,	we	may	look	to	the	so-called	sex	joke	pots	that	were	

produced	by	South	American	Moche	(Peru)	during	the	first	millennia	A.D.	The	pots	depict	

a	wide	 range	 of	 obscene	 sexual	 acts	 –	 as	 if	 taking	 up	 the	 torch	 (pun	 intended!)	 from	

Aristophanes.28	The	pots’	design	is	so	ingenious	that	it	encourages	its	users	–	whether	

they	want	to	or	not	–	to	participate	in	the	acts	depicted.	In	the	case	of	the	drinking	pots,	

the	shape	often	resembles	a	female	body	with	the	hole	doubling	as	the	vulva	from	which	

liquids	will	flow	once	placed	at	the	right	angle.	In	the	case	of	the	music	pots,	moreover,	

the	long	mouthpiece	typically	doubles	as	a	phallus	that	needs	blowing	before	any	sound	

can	be	produced.29	Both	pots,	each	very	common	in	their	own	time,	draw	the	user	into	

their	own	world	of	sexual	desires,	exceeding	any	notion	of	sexuality	being	reserved	for	a	



	 17	

modern-colonized	world.	Moreover,	 the	pots	put	 the	user	 in	a	position	 that	 is	 sure	 to	

produce	laughter	–	not	only	because	of	its	obscene	connotations,	but	also	because	of	the	

incongruity	of	trying	to	drink	or	play	from	a	pot	imbued	with	a	life	of	its	own.	Whether	

the	joke	is	on	the	pot	or	the	user	–	or	even	the	designer	–	is	not	the	important	issue;	what	

matters	is	the	experience	of	participating	in	the	incongruity	itself.	

I	dwell	on	this	on	these	aspects	to	underscore	how	comic	experience,	and	the	kind	

of	agency	it	entails,	that	subsists	on	both	sides	of	the	usual	human/nonhuman-divide.	To	

be	sure,	one	could	argue	that	 the	pots	are	artifacts	and	as	such	the	 invention	of	some	

human	being	with	a	more	or	less	screwed	sense	of	humor.	But	as	anthropologist	Mary	

Weismantel	suggests,	there	is	more	to	the	pots	than	just	this.	The	pots	themselves	appear	

indeed	rather	“obstinate”:	they	“evince	a	stubborn	insistence	on	communication”;	they	

encourage	you	“to	play	with	them”;	they	act	“like	a	colonized	body	no	longer	content	to	

suffer	 in	 silence”;	 and,	 for	 that	 very	 reason,	 they	 suggest	 “less	 an	 invitation	 than	 a	

challenge.”30	 All	 this	 points	 to	 a	 more-than-human	 mode	 of	 power	 that	 allows	 us	 to	

attribute	 agency	 to	 both	 sides	 of	 the	 relationship.	 The	 pots	 make	 “us”	 humans	 do	

something,	and	when	“we”	do	this,	we	experience	a	degree	of	power	being	exerted	over	

us.	 Eventually,	 of	 course,	 it	may	not	matter	 on	which	 side	 the	 agency	 lies.	 Both	 sides	

clearly	 influence	 each	 other,	 leading	 us	 back	 to	 where	 it	 all	 began:	 the	 critter-like	

subjectivities	 that	 subsist	 within	 the	 many	 entanglements	 of	 human	 and	 nonhuman	

modes	of	life.	

Still,	 to	 bring	 home	 the	 notion	 that	 agency	 subsists	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	

relationship	–	and,	thus,	that	comic	experience	is	not	reserved	for	humans	alone	–	we	may	

turn	 to	yet	 another	 example:	nonhuman	primates.	 I	 am	especially	 thinking	of	Koko,	 a	

female	western	lowland	gorilla	who	lived	most	of	her	life	in	Woodside,	California.	Koko	

is	particularly	known	for	having	learned	more	than	2,000	words	and	1,000	American	sign	
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language	signs.31	While	her	mastery	of	this	vocabulary	allowed	her	to	communicate	with	

her	 trainers,	 she	also	used	 it	 to	play	with	different	meanings	of	 the	same	word.	Thus,	

when	Koko	was	asked,	“What	can	you	think	of	that’s	hard?”	she	signed,	“rock”	and	“work.”	

And	when	she	wanted	to	tease	her	trainers,	she	tied	their	shoelaces	together	and	used	

sign	language	to	suggest	a	“chase.”	Both	examples	demonstrate	an	acute	sense	of	humor	

that	many	of	Koko’s	visitors	have	come	to	appreciate.	What	is	more,	they	speak	to	general	

knowledge	about	animals,	including	how	they,	too,	can	make	fun,	tell	jokes,	and	engage	

in	slapstick	comedy.	A	dog,	for	example,	may	chase	a	stuffed	doll	repeatedly	in	order	to	

provoke	laughter	in	its	owners.	And	a	horse	may	fake	a	response	in	order	to	change	its	

rider’s	 original	 intentions.32	 In	 both	 cases,	 the	 animals	 do	what	 Koko	 did	 during	 her	

lifetime:	 they	 show	us	 how	 comic	 experience	 is	 shared	 across	 the	 human/nonhuman	

divide	and	how	one	side	can	provoke	or	entice	a	response	on	the	other	side.	

I	do	not	know	if	there	any	reason	left	to	think	that	this	insight	should	come	as	a	

surprise	or	 in	any	other	way	be	considered	controversial.	Notwithstanding	 the	strong	

grip	 that	 Cartesian	 dualism	 has	 had	 on	 our	 philosophical	 vocabulary,	 there	 are	 good	

reasons	to	believe	that	the	qualities	we	typically	associate	with	human	life	also	exist	on	

the	other	side	of	the	human/nonhuman-divide.	This	includes	not	only	language,	as	Koko’s	

example	would	suggest,	but	feelings,	preferences,	intentionality,	and	even	consciousness.	

The	parallels	are	indeed	so	prevalent	that	another	leading	scholar	in	the	field	–	Frans	de	

Waal	–	has	pointed	out	that	once	“the	apes	break	down	the	dam	between	humans	and	the	

rest	of	the	animal	kingdom,	the	floodgates	often	open	to	include	species	after	species.”33	

My	point	in	highlighting	this	insight	is	not	to	suggest	that	there	is	no	difference	between	

humans	and	nonhumans,	but	rather	to	displace	any	notion	of	a	hard	or	even	categorical	

distinction	between	the	two.	Given	everything	we	have	seen	so	far,	such	a	distinction	is	

quite	simply	nonexistent	and	appears	more	like	the	result	of	a	desire	to	be	exceptional	
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than	a	fact	of	life	to	which	we	must	abide	by	no	matter	what.	Rather	than	accepting	this,	

it	 seems	 much	 more	 productive	 –	 and,	 indeed,	 much	 more	 sensible	 –	 to	 define	 any	

difference	between	human	and	nonhuman	modes	of	life	in	terms	of	degrees	that	can	shift	

across	place	and	time.	Sometimes	the	humans	have	the	upper	hand;	sometimes	they	do	

not.	

	

*	

	

As	noted	at	the	outset,	the	goal	in	this	part	of	the	chapter	has	been	to	explore	an	ever-

growing	 assemblage	 of	 critters	 that	 (1)	 shows	 how	 the	 entanglements	 of	 human	 and	

nonhuman	lives	occur	within	a	more	or	less	delimited	context	of	other	entanglements,	

and	 (2)	 how	 the	 agents	 that	 call	 for	 our	 attention	 might	 be	 different	 from	 what	 we	

normally	consider	appropriate	 in	discussions	about	democratic	politics.	The	examples	

discussed	 in	 this	 chapter	 (i.e.,	 string	 figures,	 wasps,	 Dionysian	 festivals,	 sex	 pots	 in	

precolonial	South	America,	and	a	long	range	of	other	animals,	including	gorillas,	horses,	

and	dogs)	should	thus	be	added	to	the	many	other	examples	examined	in	the	previous	

five	 chapters:	 Rabelais’	 Gargantua,	 Aristotle’s	 treatise	 on	 comedy,	 Chappelle’s	 and	

Gadsby’s	divergent	stories	about	lives	stigmatized	and	marginalized	as	less-than-human,	

and	the	use	of	aischrologia	in	works	such	as	the	comedy-documentary	The	Aristocrats.	

In	each	of	these	otherwise	quite	divergent	examples,	we	find	a	host	of	creaturely	

beings	–	a	set	of	incongruous	critters	that	exist	in	between	the	human	and	the	nonhuman,	

the	 representational	 and	 the	 singular	 –	 all	 of	 them	 expressing	 and	 mobilizing	 comic	

experiences	in	order	to	open	up	a	more	vital	and	empowering	world.	Give	this,	we	might	

also	embrace	the	experiences	as	ways	of	encountering	and	reconfiguring	the	conditions	

for	 life	 in	 the	 Anthropocene-Chthulucene,	 especially	 as	 it	 pertains	 to	 the	 challenges	
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associated	with	anthropogenic	 climate	 change.	The	question	 that	now	behooves	us	 to	

consider	 is	 how	 this	 intuition	 can	be	 fleshed	out	 in	 a	 sustainable	 and	 future-oriented	

vision	for	democracy	and	democratic	politics.	

	

[Note	to	the	reader:	the	rest	of	the	chapter	will	include	the	following	two	main	sections…]	

	

Section	III:	Comic	politics	in	a	parliament	of	things	

	

Section	IV:	Concluding	remarks	
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