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I sing the dirty dog, the poor dog, the homeless dog, the stray dog.
Baudelaire
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Stray is dedicated to Nenette, a much beloved orang-utan  
and the oldest inhabitant of the Jardin des Plantes, Paris,  
who has lived almost all of her life in exile from her forest  
home in Borneo, where she was born in 1969.
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On the Anthropocene

By the end of this decade, the history of planet Earth will be rewritten, 
textbooks will slip out of date, and teachers will need to unveil a bold, exciting, 
and possibly disturbing new reality. During our brief sojourn on Earth, thanks 
to exhilarating technologies, fossil fuel use, agriculture, and ballooning 
populations, the human race has become the single dominant force of change 
on the planet. For one species radically to alter the entire natural world is 
almost unprecedented in all of Earth’s 4.5-billion-year history.
Diane Ackerman, The Human Age, 2014

But the biggest problems the Anthropocene poses are precisely those that 
have always been at the root of humanistic and philosophical questioning: 
‘What does it mean to be human?’ and ‘What does it mean to live?’ … What 
does one life mean in the face of species death or the collapse of global 
civilization? How do we make meaningful choices in the shadow of our 
inevitable end? … The rub is that now we have to lean how to die not as 
individuals, but as a civilization.
Roy Scranton, ‘Learning How to Die in the Anthropocene’, 2013

PP_Stray_All.indd   3 10/02/2017   10:08 AM



  Contents

  Introduction: To Stray, Straying … 7

  Part I: Animal and Human Strays 
 1 Stray Thoughts 17 
 2 Kristeva and the Abject Stray 21

 3 Bataille’s ‘Big Toe’ 29 
 4 Woman, Exile, Stray 35

 5 Homo Ferens 43

 6 Descartes’ Strays 51

 7 Stray Dogs 59

 8 Strays and Refugees 67

 9 Freud’s Uncanny Strays 77

10 Stray as Law-breaker 85

11 Levinas and Bobby 91

 

PP_Stray_All.indd   4 10/02/2017   10:08 AM



 
 
 
 
  Part II: Ethics in the Anthropocene 
12 Stray Ethics 99

13 Straying into the Anthropocene 103

14 Slaughter in the Anthropocene 111

15 Empathy in the Anthropocene 121

16 I-Animal: Dariush Mehrjui’s The Cow 129

17 The Sixth Extinction: Janet Laurence and After Eden 135

18 Patricia Piccinini’s The Young Family 141

19 Human Strays: J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace 147

20 Jennifer Wolch’s Zoöpolis 153

21 Daido Moriyama’s Stray Dog 157

22 Henri Rousseau’s The Sleeping Gypsy 163

  Conclusion 167

  List of Illustrations 171

  Acknowledgements 175

PP_Stray_All.indd   5 10/02/2017   10:08 AM



PP_Stray_All.indd   6 10/02/2017   10:08 AM



7

 Introduction: 
 To Stray, Straying …

I stray in order to be.
Julia Kristeva

A stray, to stray, the act of straying—the term ‘stray’ offers an unusual 
but rich concept with which to think about the shared animal–human 
condition, and the fate of the earth and all species in the Anthropocene. 
Stray explores the relationship between human and animal in the context of 
the stray, with particular reference to animals. What do human and animal 
strays have in common? What does this mean for the way in which settled, 
civilised communities and their inhabitants treat the stray? What would a 
stray ethics look like in the age of the Anthropocene, the age in which we 
have been living for at least the past century (some would argue since the 
beginning of industrialisation)?

To stray is a possibility for all living creatures, whether human 
animals, nonhuman animals—such as birds, fish, insects, spiders—or plants. 
The stray is an outsider, the other, an exile—the one who lives apart from the 
mainstream. The human stray may also be a moral outsider, one who has 
chosen to act without concern for the rights and feelings of others. As an 
outsider, the stray may have accrued a certain sharpness of vision accorded 
necessary for daily survival. The street dogs of India, for instance, have 
learnt to scavenge in order to subsist. The homeless people of developed 
countries in the West also learn the difficult art of survival in towns and 
cities. The concept of the stray applies both to humans and animals who 
have drifted from their normal path, separated themselves from their 
kin, or been banished, rejected or abjected from their society because of 
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their nature, situation, status or species. The reasons why living creatures 
become homeless may be completely beyond their control.  
When towns, cities or entire countries collapse due to war or natural 
disasters, people forced to become refugees set out, usually on dangerous 
journeys, in search of a new homeland. In the poorest countries they may 
flee on foot with their animals. As a result of climate change and loss of 
habitat, nonhuman animals are increasingly becoming part of this new 
global wave of refugees. To journey as outsiders into new lands is to live in  
a state of estrangement and strangeness.

Yet straying is also necessary. As the philosopher and literary 
critic Julia Kristeva writes: ‘I stray in order to be’.1 In other words, to stray 
is essential to the definition of what does not stray, what is at home in the 
world, steady and fixed. The concept of the stray helps civilised, settled 
societies define what it means to be civil and proper, obedient and law-
abiding. The stray is the ‘other’ of the symbolic order. Kristeva carves out 
two identities for the stray. She allots a special place for the stray, which she 
sees as a subject who has become an exile, an artist or poet. In the West 
the individual who strays, such as the rebel or artist, is sometimes seen 
to possess a more authentic vision of life than those who never roam but 
conform to a settled, civilised lifestyle, as discussed in Chapter 1. Kristeva 
significantly connects straying to abjection, woman and the animal world. 
Because of her reproductive role, woman’s body is aligned more with the 
world of nature and is less stable or fixed than that of the male body—woman 
menstruates, is impregnated, changes shape, gives birth and lactates.2 By 
her very nature woman is a stray, located outside the (male) symbolic order. 
Kristeva warns that man must guard against his animal self. ‘The abject 
confronts us, on the one hand, with those fragile states where man strays 
on the territories of animal.’3 Here, in these uncanny places, the lure of the 
animal might even tempt man to turn his back on the civilised world.

According to the Collins English dictionary, ‘stray’ has a complex 
etymology: ‘[C14: from Old French estraier, from Vulgar Latin estragāre 
(unattested), from Latin extrā- outside + vagāri to roam; see astray, 
extravagant, stravaig]’. Synonyms for stray are to become ‘lost, abandoned, 
homeless, roaming, vagrant’. A stray is a ‘homeless animal, waif, foundling’.4 
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Dictionary.com, an online dictionary, states that to stray is ‘to deviate from 
the direct course, leave the proper place, or go beyond the proper limits, 
especially without a fixed course or purpose; ramble: to stray from the main 
road’. To go astray is also a moral act, which is ‘to deviate, as from a moral, 
religious, or philosophical course: to stray from the teachings of the church’. 
A stray can be ‘any homeless or friendless person or animal’ or ‘a person or 
animal that strays: the strays of a flock’.5

To stray in the sense of being homeless is something, I argue, that 
humans and animals share—both can become strays. Straying is therefore 
not always an act of separation, but it can potentially unite human and 
animal, particularly woman and animal, living at the fringes of society. 
Philosophy has done more than its fair share of work in trying to separate 
human and animal, and the human self from its animal identity, and 
philosophers such as Jacques Derrida, Giorgio Agamben and Kelly Oliver 
are currently rethinking this body of work and the nature and place of the 
animal in the contemporary world.6

One of the most popular of all fairytales is Little Red Riding Hood, 
which tells the story of a classic female stray who leaves the safety of the 
path for the darkness of the woods. In disobeying her parents’ warning 
about staying on the path, she enters a strange, uncanny world normally 
hidden from view. Perhaps it is always more exciting for a girl to stray, to 
explore her sexuality—despite the dangers—as the novelist Angela Carter 
argues in her story ‘The Company of Wolves’, a satirical re-writing of the 
Little Red Riding Hood fairytale.7 Carter’s heroine chooses to live with the 
wolves and reject her human birthright. In Carter’s fantasy, Red Riding Hood 
asserts her identity as a woman and a human animal. She strays into what 
Kristeva describes as the ‘fragile state’ in which human and animal meet.

Strays can cross over from human to nonhuman societies, or exist 
on the borders of the latter, as in the case of feral children brought up by 
animals, or wild creatures who have become domesticated after straying 
from the pack. Domestic animals can also become feral after straying 
from their homes or having been abandoned by their owners. Similarly, 
children forced to leave home because of abuse or violence can also end 
up as strays, surviving on the streets. These strays are liminal creatures 
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who have experienced both worlds. By exploring what it means to be a 
stray, we can see more clearly the essentially fragile nature of the borders 
we have constructed between the civilised and settled, and the jettisoned, 
abandoned creatures—both human and animal. In human societies the 
continuing presence of the stray, whether human or nonhuman, raises 
questions about the ethical response to these ‘others’, who all lack one 
thing: a place to belong, a sense of belonging and a sense of feeling cared 
for and/or loved.

Stray explores the image of the outsider—represented in film, 
visual art and literature—as well as the metaphorical dimensions of the 
concept. I will argue that settled, civilised societies need a concept of 
‘straying’ in order to define themselves as settled and civilised. In this 
sense the meaning of stray has a political dimension, signifying a being 
that lives apart from the beliefs, laws and tenets of the social and symbolic 
order, which is predominantly grounded in nationalistic, patriarchal 
values. In its desire to control the natural world (associated with women 
and animals), the patriarchal order sees the stray animal as an abject 
and unwanted other to be kept apart from ‘proper’ society; in its desire 
to control its borders, the nationalistic imperative of sovereign countries 
seeks to expel the ‘foreign’ stray, whether wandering gypsy or refugee 
seeking asylum.

As noted earlier, a stray is one who is ‘abandoned’, an important 
meaning, particularly in the contemporary era, and one I will develop in this 
volume. The stray has been abandoned by its parents, family, society or 
nation. There are various myths, legends and fairytales about abandoned 
infants and children, from the story of Oedipus to that of Hansel and Gretel. 
Children dependent on their parents fear abandonment. Abandonment can 
refer to an emotional state in which people and animals feel left behind or 
discarded. In the animal world there is a concept of ‘mate abandonment’, 
where one parent leaves the other. People abandon their pets to the streets, 
shelters and animal pounds. Abandonment can also refer to a sense of 
spiritual or existential anguish when people feel they have been forsaken 
by their god or left alone in the world to find their own meaning in life. In 
Stray I argue that human beings have abandoned many species of animals, 
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particularly those they raise for slaughter. The conditions in which food 
animals (poultry, pigs, cattle, fish) are raised and kept until slaughter are 
horrific. To breed entire species for human consumption is to abandon them 
to a world of cruelty and indifference. These animals are strays—strays in 
that they have been forsaken by all and in the sense that through human 
design they are adrift, essentially captive in factory farms which could not 
be said in any sense of the word to offer a home or secure place to live. 
Abandoned to their fate, they endure short, unnatural lives.

Part I of Stray explores a seemingly random selection of texts 
in the cultural history of the stray, from François Truffaut’s classic film 
Enfant sauvage (The Wild Child) (1969) to Emmanuel Levinas’s story 
of Bobby the stray dog (1990). It examines the different ways in which 
human discourse has labelled animals and people as strays, as well as 
what human and animal strays have in common. The term ‘stray’ is often 
used in order to construct and perpetuate an anthropocentric view of the 
world, and this destructive perspective has played a major role in ushering 
in the age of the Anthropocene. As well as exploring different concepts 
of the stray (Kristeva, Linnaeus, Coetzee), Stray considers Luce Irigaray’s 
view that because of their sex women are exiled from the male symbolic 
order and are, in a sense, strays. Also discussed is the relative status, 
across different nations, of stray and street dogs. The parallel lives of stray 
creatures and human refugees constitute an important dimension of the 
anthropogenic world. It is also argued that humankind has morally become 
a stray unto itself, primarily because we have strayed from our animal 
origins by denying our own animality, as evident, for instance, in René 
Descartes’ philosophical justification (which is still prevalent) for the view 
that animals are so different they are machines without the full capability 
of experiencing emotions or pain. Charles Darwin’s opposite view, that 
humans and animals share the same evolutionary history and emotions, is 
central to this discussion.

In Part II I argue for the concept of an anthropogenic stray, which 
is a new form of stray produced in and by the Anthropocene; that is, it is a 
result of the effects of human actions on nature. The theme of the stray is 
also drawn on while exploring the question of stray ethics in relation to the 
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lives of animals in the Anthropocene. Here I examine the representation of 
the anthropogenic stray through literature and the visual arts—painting, 
photography, sculpture, film—taking an empathy-based approach to the 
plight of animals rather than one based on rights. Should we think in terms 
of empathy, that is, the argument that all living creatures should be treated 
with care and respect? Should we see an ethics of care as an obligation? 
How might a stray ethics look? Because the stray is such a marginalised 
being, a rights-based approach, which is often based on the exceptional 
(human) qualities that both human and animal share, does not offer as much 
as an approach based on an ethics of care. A refusal to consider the concept 
of animal ethics is largely based on the belief that nonhuman animals are 
completely different from, and inferior to, the human animal. Many reasons 
have been advanced over the centuries to promote a belief in human 
exceptionalism, which is arguably a major cause of the key crises confronting 
us now: climate change, global warming and the mass extinction of species. 
A stray ethics offers a way of thinking through the moral issues at stake by 
focusing our attention on the lives of one of the most marginalised of all 
creatures: the anthropogenic stray, both human and animal.

The contradictions at the heart of the Anthropocene, and 
our treatment of nonhuman animals, are explored throughout. These 
contradictions cover a range of areas: emotional, ethical and legal. We 
take elaborate steps to save the life of an orphaned baby whale stranded 
in Sydney Harbour, yet send our cattle overseas in the live export trade 
where, in some countries, they are butchered with inexplicable cruelty. We 
spend large amounts of money to ensure our domestic pets live happy, 
comfortable lives, yet subject millions of food animals to live out brief, 
tortured lives in the confinement of factory and aquaculture farms. We 
establish laws against animal cruelty, yet subject laboratory animals to a 
range of scientific tests, many of which have subsequently been exposed 
as cruel, in order to learn more—and often unnecessary information—
about ourselves. We take great care to extend the lives of orang-utans 
in urban zoos, while threatening the entire species with extinction 
through destruction of their natural habitat. Scientists decry the ‘sin’ of 
anthropomorphism, while adopting anthropomorphism to justify their goals; 
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that is, they argue experimentation on animals, such as chimpanzees, is 
essential because they are so similar to human animals. Because scientists 
support animal experimentation, anthropomorphism is acceptable!8

We claim that only human beings are capable of extending 
empathy to others, while ignoring new scientific findings which 
demonstrate many animals are also empathic. The terrible irony is that 
we experiment on animals to confirm what we already know. Similarly 
astonishing are the contradictions at the heart of the way in which 
dominant nations and groups treat other human beings, such as religious 
minorities, refugees and the homeless. An underlying attitude at the heart 
of human behaviour towards animals appears to be one of contradiction, 
in terms of the treatment of animals and in relation to their emotional lives. 
Accustomed to living in various states of contradiction, human beings are 
adept at negotiating their way around a rights-based approach to animal 
justice: a stray ethics based on empathy, however, has much more to offer 
the anthropogenic stray, human and animal, who is abandoned, friendless 
and homeless. Yet the strength of the stray and her determination to survive 
should never be underestimated. Fragility carries its own resilience.

 1 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on 
Abjection, Leon S. Roudiez (transl.), Columbia 
University Press, New York, 1982, p. 12.

 2 For a discussion of the relationship between 
woman and animal, see ‘From Filth to 
Defilement’, in ibid., pp. 56–89.

 3 ibid., p. 12.
 4 Collins English Dictionary, https://www.

collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/
stray/ (viewed 15 January 2015).

 5 Dictionary.com, http://dictionary.reference.
com/browse/stray/ (viewed 15 January 
2015).

 6 For a discussion of these issues, see 
Jacques Derrida, ‘The Animal that Therefore 

I Am (More to Follow)’, David Wills (transl.), 
Critical Inquiry, vol. 28, no. 2, Winter 2002, 
pp. 369–418; Giorgio Agamben, 

  The Open: Man and Animal, Kevin Attell 
(transl.), Stanford University Press, Stanford, 
CA, 2004; Kelly Oliver, Animal Lessons: 
How They Teach Us to Be Human, Columbia 
University Press, New York, 2009.

 7 Angela Carter, ‘The Company of Wolves’, 
in The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories, 
Vintage, London, 1979.

 8 For a discussion of anthropomorphism, 
see Eileen Crist, Images of Animals: 
Anthropomorphism and Animal Mind, Temple 
University Press, Philadelphia, 1999.
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