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Derrida’s Cat: six sonnets



When I play with my cat, who knows if I am not a pastime to her more than she is to me?
			
Michel de Montaigne, ‘Apology for Raymond Sebond’


As with every bottomless gaze, as with the eyes of the other, the gaze called ‘animal’ offers to my sight the abyssal limit of the human, . . . the border-crossing from which vantage man dares to announce himself to himself.

Everything goes on as though this troubling experience had not been theoretically registered, supposing that it had been experienced at all, at the precise moment when they made of the animal a theorem, something seen and not seeing.

		Jacques Derrida, The Animal that Therefore I Am


What's there to read in that impassive gaze?
The shared alterity, the he and she.
She sees me seeing how she sees me see.
It's a moot point: who's played with here, who plays?
No intercepting our communiqués;
No guessing what the call-sign, code or key
That lets two species channel-hop till we
Seem life-worlds momentarily in phase.
Too quick they are to count it fancy-bred,
A mere cat-lover's whim, that troubling thought
Of roles reversed that had the wily-wise
Montaigne so egregiously misled
As to praise animals by selling short
Those human creatures cherished in God's eyes.

Why then this strange confusion when she stays
To watch me after showering, looks at me
As anybody might who'd come to be
The silent sharer of my nights and days,
Yet shows herself unwilling now to raise
Her eyes or spare the level scrutiny,
As I stand naked, of a creature free
From shame or inhibition? When she lays
That gaze on me I feel what scripture said
The miscreants of Eden felt when taught
To clothe their parts in a more modest guise,
Do penance for those fig-leaves gladly shed,
And spurn all further invites to consort
With beastly kin not fit to recognise.

Such tortuous ways they went around, those heirs
Of Descartes, in the effort to persuade
Themselves that only humans made the grade,
Since any thought of critters having shares
In a life-world so far removed from theirs
Must show the same naivete displayed
By folk, pet-fanciers chiefly, who betrayed
Their misplaced love by risking all the snares
Of pure bêtise. Such ruses they deployed
To make it stick, that special-treatment rule
Whereby it's clear (let's say) my cat's the one
That's played with, not the player, since devoid
By nature of the wherewithal to fool
Around with me so she gets all the fun.

Yet still she's apt to catch me unawares,
To show (if showing's needed) how she's made
A fool of me and knowingly conveyed
What dupes we are, us humans, with our airs
And graces born of being kicked upstairs
By every creaturely trick of the trade
That they deploy to see they're well repaid
For thus acceding to our sovereign prayers.
Yet it's a fake self-image we've enjoyed,
Us lords-and-masters, nurtured in the school
Of cracked-up species eminence that's run
To save us getting downright paranoid
Should we suspect we've joined the servant-pool
Of those who live that others' will be done.

From Descartes, Kant and Heidegger we hear
The same tale: how those critters occupy
A world or worlds apart from ours, a sty
Of deprivation, or an abject sphere
From whose far boundary they dimly peer
And, just as dimly, think to wonder why
This brute existence, born to live and die
On the wrong side of that one-way frontier.
But look again and maybe you'll discern
The slips, aporias, and hitherto
Unnoticed swerves of argument that show
How reading deconstructively can turn
The beast v human tables and undo
That mythic pecking-order, high to low.

Don't get me wrong: no greeting peer-to-peer
Or inter-species meeting eye-to-eye,
Us and 'the animals', since when we try
There's just too many things that interfere,
Among them all the myriad ways that we're
Fine-tuned to conspecifics, guided by
The aeons of evolution that supply
Our diverse kinds of head- and body-gear.
Still there's a useful lesson there to learn
From those philosophers: whenever you
Take difference to require that we bestow
Prized attributes one-sidedly you’ll earn
Another put-down from the teeming zoo
Of swift retorts to Descartes, Kant & Co.

