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The animality of humans has been a basic axiom of philosophical thinking at least 

since Aristotle characterized the human being as the animal having logos. Logos is 

sometimes translated as speech, so that humanity is distinguished as the animal having 

language. Others, building upon Kant, translate logos as reason, itself a multi-faceted 

idea that alternates between the sense of calculative rationality and logic on the one 

side and a higher and less-well-defined sense of freedom and knowing on the other. 

Ambiguous as it remains, the appeal to man’s logos has for millennia named a 

hierarchical relationship, one in which human beings stand above irrational animals 

lacking logos. 

 

The Aristotelian-Kantian elevation of the human as the animal who reasons is under 

attack. In part, the dissent results from our changing views of animals. At a 

conservation camp for the endangered Thai elephants in northern Thailand, elephants 

have been taught to paint. You can watch these amazing animals carefully 

administering brush strokes on internet videos. Elsewhere, scientific studies on mirror 

neurons in both humans and animals suggest that animals—especially elephants who 

are regularly observed in acts of empathy and grief—share the same neurological 

basis of the human moral faculty. The painting elephants and the grieving elephants—

to take just two examples—raise questions about the traditional hierarchy of man over 

animal as the rational animal. 

 



A more important challenge to human distinction originates from the discourse of 

human rights. One core demand of human rights—that men and women have a right 

to live and not be killed—brought about a shift in the idea of humanity from logos to 

life. The rise of biopolitics—the political demand that governments limit freedoms 

and regulate populations in order to protect and facilitate their citizens’ ability to live 

in comfort—has pushed the animality, the “life,” of human beings to the center of 

political and ethical activity. In embracing a politics of life over a politics of the 

reasoned life, biopolitics rejects the distinctive dignity of human rationality and works 

to reduce humanity to its animality. 

 

Vanessa Lemm’s Nietzsche’s Animal Philosophy is an important contribution to the 

debate about the animality of human life. Deeply scholarly and rigorous, Lemm’s 

book points to the centrality of the animal in Nietzsche and will be an important 

resource for those seeking to understand the breadth and passion of Nietzsche’s 

writings on life, art, and creativity. While Nietzsche’s animals have long been read 

metaphorically, Lemm argues that beyond metaphor, the animal has a central place in 

Nietzsche’s philosophy. Her book extends, apparently independently, Martin 

Heidegger’s own similar reading of Nietzsche as the philosopher who grasps the 

essence of man from out of the essence of the animal—although Lemm’s account has 

a distinctly more positive tone (see my discussion of Heidegger’s Parmenides, 

below). And she offers what she calls the “first systematic treatment of the animal in 

Nietzsche’s philosophy as a whole.” In doing so, she argues that the “future of 

humanity crucially depends on the human being’s ability to reconnect itself with the 

dream life of the animal, because only the latter can bring back to the human being the 

freedom and creativity of interpretation that it has lost in the process of its civilization 

and socialization” (4). Nietzsche’s overman, in Lemm’s account, is less a self-

sufficient and sovereign artist, and is, rather, the return of humanity to its animal self. 

 

On another level, Lemm’s book is a trenchant re-imagination of biopolitics. At the 

core of her book is her argument that Nietzsche’s new conception of animal 

forgetfulness establishes and deepens our understanding of the fertile bond between 



animality and creativity and thus between animal and human (155). Arguing that 

politics must privilege animal creativity over human rationality, Lemm outlines what 

she calls an “affirmative biopolitics,” a re-imagination of the potential of the animal 

forgetfulness to help humanity to resist “dominating and controlling life-processes” 

(9). By finding in humanity’s animality a creative thinking distinct from reason, 

Lemm argues that the biopolitical conflation of human and animal can actually free 

humanity from the regulatory and disciplinary forces that constitute what she calls 

negative biopolitics. Biopolitics, in other words, can actually free man to be man by 

returning man to his forgotten animality. 

 

Given the importance of the animal in Lemm’s account, the word “animal” has an 

at times expansive resonance. The animal, Lemm argues, stands for the irreducible 

singularity of a being; thus, an animal is unique as opposed to the civilized man who 

must conform to standards of civility (39–40). The animal also is the being that 

dreams and fantasizes over and against the civilized human being whose dreams are 

tamed by the singular memory of civilization (26). The animal is the creative genius 

whose freedom threatens civilization and thus appears as an “evil and demonic being” 

(28). The animal also is the gift giver, since giving requires a kind animal-like excess, 

a “barbarism” that is incompatible with a conscious and rational human being (77, 

80). The animal is a great and infinite organic force that overcomes the limited 

intellect of rational human animals (133). If previously the animal was the irrational 

and inhuman, now the animal names all of the singularity, creativity, freedom, and 

force that once were thought to attach to a higher humanity. 

 

All of these animal qualities have at their core what Lemm, channeling Nietzsche, 

calls “animal forgetfulness.” In one sense, animal forgetfulness means the taming of 

the animal in man. Here, Lemm helpfully explores an oft-overlooked distinction that 

Nietzsche makes between culture and civilization. Civilization, as Nietzsche 

understands it, “manifests itself in the violence directed against the animality of the 

human being” (11). In civilization, the human being’s animal nature is corrected 

through the breeding of a specific kind of memory, a “memory of the will” 



(Gedächtnis des Willens) that remembers the truth of civilization and all its moral and 

rational norms, and forgets the rest (12). To be civilized, the human animal must 

forget its freedom and bridle its spirit. 

 

Confronted with the tamed animal-man of civilization, Nietzsche’s project is to 

recover the memory of the animal and thus of ourselves as animal. It is to recall our 

pre-civilized freedom as the “spiritual and most bold natures” that we once were and 

must become again. Culture, over and against civilization, reveals the false limits of 

civilization and promotes a freer life comprised of dreams, illusions and passions. 

While Nietzsche writes that times of cultural liberation are “morally speaking, times 

of corruption,” they are also the times of free spirits (11). Lemm celebrates the 

animal-creativity that culture fosters in its opposition to the moral truths of 

civilization. 

 

In a second sense, Lemm develops animal forgetfulness as a poetic figuring of the 

animal itself—in Lemm’s words, the animal in Nietzsche’s philosophy is “neither a 

random theme nor a metaphorical device” (1). At issue, she argues, are animals, not 

metaphors. What, however, is an animal? Lemm’s answer is that the animal in 

Nietzsche’s conception lives a-historically, without memory. The animal, therefore, 

lives amidst forgetfulness. As Lemm develops Nietzsche’s animal psychology, the 

animal is contained fully in the present. Moreover, as forgetful and fully present, the 

animal is honest: the animal “does not know how to dissimulate, it conceals nothing 

and at every instant appears wholly as what it is; it can therefore never be anything but 

honest” (114). As honest and forgetful, the animal cannot promise or take on future 

obligations and thus it is immune to bad conscience that plagues humanity. The 

honesty and forgetfulness of animals protects them from the need for lies and 

deceptions that sever humanity from truth. Animals, therefore, have a privileged 

access to “the immediacy of intuition that reveals a silent truth” (117). 

 

Is it true, however, that animals are without memory? Are animals unfailingly 

honest? And do animals have access to truth that is closed to humans as a result of our 



complicated and alienating conceptual language? This image of the animal as 

uncomplicatedly open—an image immortalized in Rilke’s eighth Duino Elegy—

imagines that creatures have, in their thoughtless simplicity, a privileged access to 

some higher truth that is foreclosed by the baggage of human rationality. If the claim 

is indeed that animals have access to truths that rational humans do not, there is 

surprisingly little engagement with the now blossoming research into animal 

consciousness and its connection with human neuroscience. Also overlooked are 

observations—like that from Charles Darwin—describing the “long-delayed and 

artful revenge of various animals.”1 I was left confused, in the end, about the status of 

Lemm’s non-metaphorical appeal to the animal’s pure intuition of truth. 

 

The “silent truth” revealed in the immediacy of animal intuition cannot be an actual 

truth. Nietzsche denies the existence of any kind of eternal or absolute truth. What 

animals intuit in their honest pure-presence is not a ‘truth’, but rather metaphor: 

“What then is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms, 

in short a sum of human relations which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical 

intensification, translation, and decoration ...” (122). There is, Lemm rightly sees, “no 

truthful representation (Vorstellung) of the world but always only an illusory 

dissimulation (Verstellung)” (124). 

 

Lemm is surely right that Nietzsche affirms art, forgetting, dreams, metaphors, 

organic forces, and life while devaluing truth, memory, civilization, concepts, and the 

intellect. She is also correct that Nietzsche associates the former with animals. Her 

point is that human beings, as artists and philosophers of the future, need to be seen as 

part of the larger continuum of animal life and not simply as a rational animal. Animal 

life and not reason is what underlies and makes possible artistic creation. Lemm notes 

that Nietzsche writes in an early notebook entry: “A more advanced [höhere] 

physiology will surely confirm that the artistic force inheres in our becoming, not only 

in that of the human being, but also in that of the animal: it will say that the artistic 

begins with the organic” (133). Nietzsche sees in all organic life processes a will to 

power that is the foundation of all valuing and estimating. The will to power, as life 



itself, is an organic force, and Lemm does well to remind us of that fact. Amoebas as 

well as humans will to overcome, to persevere, and thus all living things partake of 

the artistic drive to value and to revalue the world. 

 

One virtue of Lemm’s account of Nietzsche’s artist, philosopher, and lawgiver as a 

human animal is that she enables us to see the radical anti-humanism in Nietzsche’s 

work. She reads Nietzsche’s “affirmative biopolitics” as a means to resist the 

rationalism and moralism of civilized life, as a “source of resistance to the project of 

dominating and controlling life processes” (152). For Lemm, the revaluation of the 

human animal as the human animal is a project of liberation; the loss of the rational 

animal possessed of logos never merits a moment of worry. 

 

As convincing as Lemm is in her reading of Nietzsche, her book stops short of an 

exploration of the question of affirmative biopolitics. Focused as she is upon 

Nietzsche, Lemm rarely situates her inquiry into a historical or scholarly tradition. 

Brief mentions of Foucault, Derrida, and Arendt offer roadmaps to rich discourses, 

but the roads themselves are largely untraveled. To my mind, however, her reading of 

Nietzsche on the animal cannot but bring to mind, among other contributions, 

Nietzsche’s contemporary, Rainer Maria Rilke. Rilke’s eighth Duino Elegy begins: 

“With all its eyes the creature [die Kreatur] looks out into the open.” In his poem, 

Rilke opposes the human way of life and the human being to what he calls the 

creaturely way of being, the animal. Only the animal, and not the human, Rilke 

continues, has access to the open, the true. “What is out there” in the open, he writes, 

“we know only from out of the expression of the animal.” 

 

The similarity between Rilke’s claim of the priority of the animal’s access to truth 

and Nietzsche’s account of the animal was remarked upon by Martin Heidegger in his 

1942/3 lecture course, Parmenides. For Heidegger, Rilke’s word in praise of the 

animal’s privileged access to truth is founded upon the same hardening of the western 

metaphysical tradition he sees in Nietzsche. 

 



For Nietzsche, as for Rilke, the Aristotelian “animal having logos” and the Kantian 

“vernünftige Lebewesen” have become nothing more than rational, calculating, 

planning, and ordering animals. Caught in a world of thoughts, concepts, and 

reflections, man is trapped in a rationality that cuts him from the infinite openness of 

truth. Rational animals would be spectators who can never escape the world that we 

ourselves create with our ordering knowledge. That is why Nietzsche and Rilke rebel 

against the reign of man’s reason. 

 

Rilke is not Nietzsche. Heidegger admits that Nietzsche’s teaching of the Will to 

Power stands outside of Rilke’s poetic world. And yet, as Lemm vividly argues in her 

book, Nietzsche’s own metaphysics is rightly understood to replace the priority of 

reason and logos with the priority of the animal. The transformation from human 

reason to animal life that Nietzsche both describes and calls forward has its expression 

in Nietzsche’s equation of the will to power with life, an unending process of 

overcoming. In this transformation, the priority of the rational and representational 

will appears as an obstacle to the unlimited and unfolding of will to power and a 

retardation of life. Nietzsche’s great insight is to transform man’s reason from his 

essence to a mere function of a more original life drive.2 

 

The connection between Nietzsche and Rilke is worth considering because it raises 

the question of the source of the biopolitical inversion of the human-animal hierarchy. 

The feature of the animal that Lemm’s affirmative biopolitics embraces is its 

unlimited pursuit of life: the animal does not fear death; it does not think in concepts; 

it has no memory that limits its dreams or imaginations; and it is utterly singular, cut 

off from a world or a civilization. The animal’s metaphysical freedom opens it to the 

infinite. Lemm embraces this infinite freedom of the animal. As she writes with 

regard to Nietzsche’s gift-giving virtue and the question of friendship, Nietzsche’s 

idea of friendship, in common with Derrida’s, is “explicitly antihumanistic insofar as 

both authors hold that friendship occurs only through an encounter with the other’s 

(animal) otherness” (73). Nietzschean friendship is not a human relationship. It is 

grounded in solitude, other-directedness, distance, (in Nietzsche’s words) the “flight 



from the neighbor and lover of the farthest” (81). “Friendship,” Lemm writes, “is a 

relationship that does not make singularities common to each other. What friends have 

in common is what distinguishes them. What they share is what cannot be shared” 

(82). Nietzsche’s animal friendship, Lemm argues, protects plurality. 

 

Such an optimistic reading of the rise of the animal is, to my mind, one-sided. 

Affirming otherness and multiplicity risks forgetting that, as Hannah Arendt has 

argued, “Human distinctness is not the same as otherness.” While animal life can be 

multiple, “only man can express this distinction and distinguish himself, and only he 

can communicate himself and not merely something—thirst or hunger, affection or 

hostility or fear.”3 Far from outdated, Arendt’s version of human distinction is an 

effort to remind us that it is the human capacities to act and think, not to reason, that 

makes us uniquely human. Plurality, Arendt reminds us, is only possible because 

humans can initiate action. 

 

The great tension of our times is that between a humanism that builds a world, a 

civilization, and an animalism that rebels against the limits that world represents. 

Nietzsche’s greatness was to see through the inhumanism of enlightenment humanism 

and to identify the perversion of human civilization into a rational world that plans, 

calculates, and orders the world dehumanizes humanity. To respond to the 

degradation of humanist civilization by abandoning humanity to its animality, 

however, risks pursuing a false path to liberation. The animal freedom and plurality 

that Lemm’s account of Nietzsche offers is, in Heidegger’s words, the “absence of 

boundaries and limits, the absence of objects not thought as a lack, but as the 

originary totality of the actual in which the creature is immediately admitted and thus 

set free.”4 The freedom of Rilke’s animal, in its rebellion against the rationalism of 

metaphysics, is the freedom of the “open sea,” a vast, undifferentiated, and yawning 

freedom of infinite possibility. What such a freedom forgets is that humans live in a 

world. It is one thing to bring into question the rational foundations of that world. It is 

another to question the world itself. 
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