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About the book

In J.M. Coetzee's evocative novella *The Lives of Animals*, readers are

drawn into a deep exploration of the moral and ethical complexities

surrounding the treatment of animals through the experiences of the

renowned writer Elizabeth Costello. Through a series of compelling lectures,

Costello exposes the often-hidden realities of animal suffering and critiques

humanity's complacency in perpetuating this suffering.

The narrative begins with Costello as she prepares to speak at a prestigious

university, where her thoughts on animal rights and ethics unsettle her

audience. Her arguments prompt readers to reconsider previously held

beliefs about the distinction between human and animal lives. Costello

articulates a palpable sense of urgency regarding the plight of animals,

urging those around her to examine their own complicity in systemic cruelty.

Throughout the lectures, Costello's reflections delve into the philosophical

underpinnings of empathy, identity, and the moral implications of

human-animal relationships. She challenges her listeners—and the

reader—to interrogate their ethics and the societal norms that often go

unchallenged. With each passing lecture, a picture emerges of a world in

which the lives of animals are intrinsic to understanding our humanity.

As the novella unfolds, the interplay between Costello's personal struggles
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and her advocacy sheds light on the intersections of art, life, and ethical

responsibility. Coetzee masterfully interweaves complex themes that compel

us to confront uncomfortable truths about ourselves and the beings we often

overlook. In doing so, he not only elevates the discourse around animal

rights but also fosters a broader contemplation of what it means to share the

world with other sentient beings.

Ultimately, *The Lives of Animals* serves as a poignant reminder of the

urgent need to recognize the voiceless and to re-evaluate our place within a

shared ecosystem, leaving readers to grapple with their own ethical

convictions and responsibilities towards both animals and humanity itself.
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About the author

In the chapters of "The Lives of Animals," J.M. Coetzee examines the

contentious relationship between humans and animals through a narrative

that intertwines philosophical reflection with a poignant exploration of

ethical dilemmas. The novel is structured around a fictional lecture series

given by a character named Elizabeth Costello, an aging writer who

represents aspects of Coetzee himself. 

As the narrative unfolds, Costello shares her views on the moral implications

of human behavior towards animals, provoking her audience to reconsider

their own roles in a world that largely indifferently exploits non-human life.

This sets the stage for a broader discussion on identity and existence,

mirroring the complexities of post-colonial South Africa, where issues of

power, oppression, and ethical responsibility weigh heavily.

Throughout the chapters, Costello's perspectives highlight the tension

between intellectual discourse and emotional response, as she grapples with

the listener's discomfort and disbelief. She challenges societal norms that

justify cruelty towards animals, sparking a reflection on human supremacy

and empathy. In doing so, Coetzee deftly critiques the anthropocentric

worldview, advocating for a re-examination of our understanding of dignity

and moral consideration.
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As Costello's character evolves, we witness her internal struggles and the

external reception of her ideas. The resistance she encounters mirrors the

broader societal reluctance to confront uncomfortable truths about the

treatment of animals, which serves as an allegory for the unresolved tensions

stemming from colonial history and exploitative practices.

Through these chapters, Coetzee invites readers to confront their own ethical

stances and the implications of their choices, ultimately urging a

reevaluation of what it means to be part of the global community – one that

includes not just humans, but all living beings. The narrative resonates

beyond the specific issues presented, prompting profound questions about

our responsibilities toward each other and the planet.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Summary Content List

Chapter 1: The Philosophers and the Animals

Chapter 2: The Poets and the Animals

Chapter 3: Marjorie Garber

Chapter 4: Peter Singer

Chapter 5: Wendy Doniger

Chapter 6: Barbara Smuts

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Chapter 1 Summary: The Philosophers and the Animals

In the opening chapter of "The Lives of Animals," titled "The Philosophers

 and the Animals," we are introduced to the tensions within a family

dynamic as John Bernard arrives at the airport to retrieve his mother,

Elizabeth Costello, a renowned novelist. He is struck by the changes in her

appearance—a once vibrant woman now frail and entirely gray-haired. The

family's cool demeanor is evident as they exchange a brief hug, signaling the

underlying emotional distance, particularly between Elizabeth and John's

wife, Norma.

As they drive through the evening streets of Waltham, the clash between

Elizabeth's staunch vegetarianism and the family's routines becomes

apparent. To accommodate her "delicate sensibilities," Norma has opted to

feed their children separately. This division lays bare John's struggle, torn

between his loyalty to his mother and his wife’s disdain for Elizabeth’s

ideals, especially as she prepares to speak at Appleton College about animal

rights—a topic that makes John uneasy.

At the college, Elizabeth addresses the audience, not merely as an author but

as a passionate advocate for animal rights. Drawing parallels to Franz

Kafka's story of Red Peter, an educated ape trapped in a human world, she

articulates a profound sense of entrapment within her own life. Her lecture,

while heartfelt, comes across as hesitant and somewhat disjointed due to her
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age, yet fiercely challenges the audience to consider the moral implications

behind animal treatment.

She provocatively compares the exploitation of animals in modern industrial

farming to human atrocities like the Holocaust, urging her audience to

confront their complicity and ignorance regarding animal suffering.

Elizabeth's exploration of animal consciousness ignites a discussion about

empathy, life, and death, pushing the boundaries of what it means to be

ethical in a society that often turns a blind eye to such suffering.

As the lecture concludes, a spirited debate erupts among audience members,

reflecting on the controversial issues Elizabeth has raised. Meanwhile, John

grapples with the complexities of his family relationships, caught between

the conflicting ideologies of his mother and wife. This chapter encapsulates

the intricate themes of aging, familial love, and ethical dilemmas

surrounding animal rights, while provoking questions about human

responsibility and the often uncomfortable truths that arise from interwoven

personal and social conflicts.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Poets and the Animals

In Chapter 2 of "The Lives of Animals" by J.M. Coetzee, titled "The Poets

 and the Animals," the narrative resumes after a dinner party where Elizabeth

Costello, an elderly writer and fervent animal rights advocate, has presented

her controversial views. The chapter focuses on a conversation between her

son, John, and his friend Norma as they tidy up after the party and ponder

Elizabeth's forthcoming seminar that explores the connections between

poetry, humanity, and animals.

The chapter ignites a profound intellectual discourse surrounding the

representation of animals within literature and the philosophical implications

of animal rights. Norma voices skepticism about Elizabeth's perspective,

which posits that while humans and animals experience the world

differently, both have valid, albeit distinct, worldviews. She critiques this

view as overly idealistic, suggesting it leads to a paralyzing relativism that

hinders practical action and critical thought. This skepticism highlights a

broader tension between intellectual philosophies and tangible ethics.

As John reflects on his mother's assertions, he discovers a letter from a poet

named Abraham Stern. In it, Stern confronts Elizabeth's alarming tendency

to equate animal suffering with grave historical human tragedies, such as the

Holocaust. This correspondence prompts deeper discussions about the

ethical ramifications of advocating for animal rights and the responsibility of
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humans to recognize suffering in all forms.

During her seminar, Elizabeth articulates her belief that poetry serves as a

conduit for understanding the experiences of animals. She acknowledges that

while poetry can evoke empathy and represent the visceral essence of life, it

ultimately remains abstracted from the reality of the animals’ lived

experiences. This realization stirs discomfort as she grapples with the

limitations of poetic expression in fostering genuine connection and

understanding.

The seminar unfolds as an exploration of existence and rationality, replete

with challenging inquiries from the audience regarding the practicality of

philosophical discourse in effecting change concerning animal suffering.

Elizabeth passionately debates the moral implications of the traditional

anthropocentric paradigms that often frame such discussions, voicing a

radical critique of reason as a tool historically used to justify the exploitation

of animals.

The chapter reaches a poignant climax with an emotional exchange between

John and Elizabeth en route to the airport, where Elizabeth shares her

profound unease about humanity’s role in perpetuating animal suffering. She

grapples with the difficulty of reconciling her ideals with a world that often

turns a blind eye to ethical considerations. This moment leaves John

reflecting on the burdens of awareness and the chasm between his mother’s

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


fervent convictions and the pragmatic realities of life.

As the chapter progresses, it adeptly weaves themes of philosophical

idealism versus real-world ethics, the limitations of rationality in addressing

moral dilemmas, and the complex dynamics between human and animal

existence. Elizabeth’s character journey reveals her struggle as a deeply

conscientious individual confronting moral dilemmas in an indifferent

world, while John embodies the generational tensions that arise from

navigating these heavy convictions. This chapter ultimately challenges

readers to contemplate their ethical responsibilities and the implications of

their beliefs in a world laden with suffering.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Marjorie Garber

In Chapter 3 of "The Lives of Animals" by J.M. Coetzee, the narrative

 centers on a series of lectures at Appleton College, delivered by Elizabeth

Costello, a character modeled after the author himself. Through these

captivating lectures, titled "The Philosophers and the Animals" and "The

Poets and the Animals," Coetzee explores the complex interplay between

literature, philosophy, and ethics concerning animals, challenging traditional

boundaries of thought.

The chapter begins with a reflection on the nature of academic discourse,

underscoring a prevailing tension between disciplines, particularly the

perceived importance of literary studies in contemporary academia. John

Bernard, a young professor and Costello's son, articulates a sense of

skepticism regarding the audience's interest in literary themes, representing

the analytical, sometimes detached, perspective of philosophy as it contrasts

with his mother’s literary passion.

Costello's choice to focus her lecture on the topic of animals becomes a point

of contention, especially with philosophy professor O'Hearne, who embodies

the more rigid and traditional views of ethical discourse. This intellectual

rivalry is not just academic; it symbolizes deeper familial dynamics, as

Bernard grapples with the divide between his mother’s emotive literary

approach and the structured, perhaps cold rationale upheld in philosophical
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circles.

Amidst these discussions, Costello makes provocative comparisons—most

notably, framing the suffering of slaughtered animals alongside the horrors

of the Holocaust. This analogy ignites intense debate about the ethics of

comparison, empathy, and moral responsibility. It raises crucial questions

about whether literature can indeed provoke meaningful change in societal

attitudes towards animals and the ethical implications of such analogies.

The chapter also delves into the broader question of what it means to study

animals within a human-centric ethical framework. This theme reflects a

hallmark of Coetzee's work: the notion of unreliable narratives where

conflicting beliefs arise, preventing any singular character from assuming an

authoritative voice in the ethical discourse.

Ultimately, this chapter invites readers to critically reflect on the vital role

literature plays in grappling with ethical dilemmas surrounding not only

human and animal relationships but also the shared web of existence that

connects all living beings. It challenges us to consider what intrinsic values

literature can offer in a world rife with competing ideas about humanity and

the treatment of animals, urging a deeper examination of our moral

responsibilities.
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Chapter 4: Peter Singer

In Chapter 4 of J.M. Coetzee's "The Lives of Animals," we witness a

 profound breakfast conversation between Naomi and her father, Peter

Singer, a prominent philosopher known for his advocacy of animal rights

and utilitarian ethics. The chapter is set against the backdrop of Peter's

engagement with a typescript—a lecture by the fictional character Elizabeth

Costello, an author whose works question the ethics of human-animal

relationships and draw unsettling comparisons to historical atrocities like the

Holocaust.

As they share their meal, Naomi playfully critiques her father's grappling

with the complexities of Costello's arguments, which challenge societal

norms surrounding speciesism—the belief that human beings are inherently

superior to other species. She points out the sensitivity and emotional weight

behind Costello's critique, prompting Peter to reflect on how he can

effectively engage with its troubling implications regarding moral

obligations toward animals.

Their conversation navigates deep philosophical territories, examining

themes such as pain, consciousness, and the contentious distinction between

killing animals and humans. This discourse raises significant questions about

the worth of beings based on their cognitive capacities, such as

self-awareness and the ability to plan for the future.
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Naomi pushes her father's views by asserting that despite animals' perceived

lack of long-term foresight, their abilities to experience joy and anticipation

render their lives meaningful. This disagreement not only highlights the

philosophical nuances of moral reasoning but also underscores the

importance of empathy in understanding the lives of animals. Coetzee

cleverly uses this familial dialogue as a lens to critique rationality, showing

how it can clash with emotional truths.

As their discussion deepens, a palpable tension emerges, with Naomi

growing distressed by her father's analytical detachment. By the chapter's

conclusion, Peter acknowledges the complexity of Costello's lecture but

remains uncertain about how to confront the intricate ethical dilemmas it

presents. This unresolved tension leaves the reader contemplating the

intricate and often fraught relationships between humans and animals, as

well as the moral responsibilities that arise from those connections.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Wendy Doniger

In Chapter 5 of J.M. Coetzee's "The Lives of Animals," Wendy Doniger

 engages thoughtfully with the intricate relationship between humans and

animals, particularly through the lenses of compassion and dietary habits.

Building upon themes from Coetzee's Tanner Lectures, she argues against

the idea that compassion for animals is a modern, Western phenomenon by

drawing from rich non-Western traditions, notably Hinduism, Buddhism,

and Jainism. These cultures have long emphasized the interdependence of all

living beings and the necessity of treating animals with respect and care.

Compassion and Vegetarianism  

Doniger addresses the assertions of Thomas O’Hearne, who claims that

many cultures lack a foundational compassion for animals. While conceding

some validity to his perspective, she broadens the discussion to showcase

how numerous ancient traditions advocated for vegetarianism, not merely as

an ethical stance towards animals but as a means of safeguarding one’s own

spiritual well-being. This practice is rooted in the belief that engaging in

violence against animals pollutes the soul.

Struggles of Moral Responsibility  

Delving deeper into the ethical complexities surrounding animal
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consumption, Doniger highlights the ambivalence present in Hindu texts

regarding sacrifice. These texts reveal cultural tensions around the guilt

associated with taking life. Here, vegetarianism emerges as a significant

moral choice interwoven with the concept of reincarnation—a belief that

every living creature could encapsulate a human soul. This understanding

cultivates a respect for all forms of life, positioning the act of killing as one

fraught with potential spiritual consequences.

Shared Existence and Empathy  

Rather than viewing animals as distant or separate entities, Doniger posits

that many cultures see them as companions with whom humans share

experiences and emotions. She references mythical narratives that depict

harmonious coexistence between humans and animals, thereby illuminating

a fundamental human longing to reconnect with nature and acknowledge our

primal origins. These myths serve to underscore the desire for unity rather

than division.

Language and Understanding  

A prevailing theme throughout this chapter is the crucial role of language in

fostering empathy between humans and animals. Doniger asserts that

understanding transcends verbal communication; it encompasses emotions

and physical expressions as well. True compassion arises from a profound

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


connection that allows individuals to resonate with animal suffering,

prompting a call for greater awareness of their lived experiences.

Epilogue and Reflection  

In a poignant concluding note, Doniger shares a conversation with an animal

rights advocate who promotes the neutering of pets to prevent breeding and

suffering. This dialogue raises essential questions about the right to life and

the complexities of domesticating animals. Ultimately, Doniger advocates

for a more compassionate approach that honors animal existence, promoting

a deeper understanding of their experiences in our shared world.

In summary, this chapter offers a compelling examination of the ethical and

moral dimensions of our interactions with animals. It invites readers to

reflect on compassion as a fundamental principle that should guide our

treatment of all living beings, urging a reevaluation of the human-animal

relationship rooted in empathy and shared existence.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Barbara Smuts

In Chapter 6 of "The Lives of Animals," Elizabeth Costello, the protagonist,

 finds herself embroiled in a thought-provoking lecture with philosophy

professor Thomas O'Hearne that centers on the contentious issue of animal

rights. O'Hearne invokes Thomas Aquinas's assertion that true friendship

between humans and animals is unattainable. Interestingly, Costello opts not

to refute this claim, a departure from her usual argumentative nature, leaving

readers to ponder the complexities of her relationship with

animals—particularly her own cats, a subject she eludes during her discourse

on animal rights.

To bridge the silence surrounding this deeper inquiry into human-animal

connections, Barbara Smuts, the narrator, interjects with her personal

narratives involving various nonhuman animals. Her reflections reveal the

transformative experiences she had while living alongside baboons, gorillas,

and dolphins. Through her time in Africa with baboons, Smuts explores their

intricate social structures and individual personalities, moving beyond a

purely observational approach as she begins to forge genuine bonds of trust

and interaction with these creatures.

Smuts shares vivid anecdotes about her relationships with specific baboons,

illustrating how their unique behaviors and personalities fostered a deeper

understanding of empathy, mutual respect, and companionship. She
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emphasizes that these connections are not merely anecdotal but reveal

profound lessons about the nature of interspecies relationships.

In a contrasting yet compelling reflection, Smuts also recounts her bond with

her dog, Safi. This relationship challenges conventional hierarchies that

often regard pets as inferior beings. Through her interactions with Safi, she

highlights the mutual understanding and communication that can exist

between humans and animals, advocating for the recognition of personhood

in animals that transcends species boundaries.

Ultimately, Smuts calls upon readers to open their hearts and minds to the

realities of animal existence, encouraging a reevaluation of preconceived

notions regarding their abilities and potential for friendship. Her heartfelt

experiences resonate with Costello's views, underscoring that the limitations

we place on our relationships with animals often stem from our own narrow

perspectives, rather than any inherent limitations of the animals themselves.

By embracing these connections, Smuts suggests, we can cultivate a richer

understanding of our relationships with the animal world.
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