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THE PREDICAMENT OF ZOOPLEASURES: 
HUMAN-NONHUMAN LIBIDINAL RELATIONS

Monika Bakke

[ W ]e are animals, indeed more specifi cally, we are 
great apes. This does not make sex across the species 
barrier normal, or natural, whatever those much-
misused words may mean, but it does imply that it 
ceases to be an offence to our status and dignity as 
human beings.

—Peter Singer, ‘Heavy Petting’

[ I ]t is in our passions for the other animals that we 
learn all the rites and sorceries, the torrid and teasing 
presence, and the ceremonious delays, of  eroticism.

—Alphonso Lingis, Dangerous Emotions, p. 39

Seeking pleasure1 is among the numerous features that human animals 
share with other animals. Starting from the premise that all vertebrates 
are endowed with “the same fi ve basic senses,” Jonathan Balcombe 
observes that many animals with a similar anatomy and corporeal 
foundation to human beings must thus also experience pleasures like 
“bliss, joy, comfort and satisfaction” (2006, p. 13). Western science has 
so far largely neglected the libido of  nonhuman animals, privileging 
issues of  natural selection and reproductive success over the diversity 
of  feelings, emotions and pleasures experienced by individual animals 
of  all kinds (cp. Balcombe 2006, p. 8). Moreover, the Western anthro-
pocentric tradition maintains a strong emphasis that when it comes to 
human-nonhuman relations, the only true objectives are the satisfaction 
of  human pleasures. One exception is made to this: human beings 
are not allowed to enjoy sexual pleasure from libidinal encounters 
with other species. Cultural control over the experience of  pleasure 

1 With the aim of  avoiding speciecism, my use of  the term “pleasure” is very general 
and relates to the libidinal experiences of  human and nonhuman animals.
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plays a signifi cant role in the process of  constructing and maintaining 
the human-nonhuman border. And yet, pleasure—which in itself  is 
a troublesome experience, overwhelming the body and haunting the 
imagination—often escapes this controlling framework.

Humans experience pleasure with nonhuman animals as frivolous 
fun and joy, located within a scheme of  anthropocentric cultural codes 
in which human animals occupy the position of  Subject, while non-
human animals occupy the position of  Object. The various pleasures 
taken from the bodies of  animals mostly have an exploitative character, 
such as eating their fl esh, using their skins and furs, using them as a 
source of  labour and entertainment, and other forms of  total control 
based on the master-slave relation such as control of  procreation 
and aesthetic appropriations. All these practices ensure what Jacques 
Derrida calls the “carnophallogocentrism” of  Western metaphysics 
(1991, p. 25). Even the role of  “pet” a human imposes on an animal 
is highly problematic: In many cases the relation between a pet and 
his or her owner may look like a happy and pleasurable one for both, 
but for the animal there is always the risk of  being abandoned if  the 
emotional expectations of  the owner aren’t met, including the fan-
tasy about unconditional love and continuous cuteness, fl uffi ness, etc. 
(cp. Haraway 2003, pp. 11–12).

Erotic bliss as the tabooed aspect of  human-animal pleasure, by 
contrast, is noncultural, unspeakable, and possibly even lethal2 for the 
anthropocentric Subject. As refl ected in numerous literary and visual 
representations, however, these two forms of  experiencing pleasure 
sometimes overlap and merge in acts of  human-nonhuman sexual 
encounters. From an anthropocentric perspective, animal sex is often 
viewed with both fascination and repulsion. While considered to be 
primitive, cruel, and even deadly, such sexual acts do not stop human 
beings from fantasizing about them with an anthropomorphic imagina-
tion that projects specifi c sexual features onto specifi c animals. A closer 
look at the physiology of  animal sex, especially mammalian, provides an 
obvious but challenging conclusion: our bodies are similar to those of  
other animals, and so are our desires. Peter Singer in his controversial 
article ‘Heavy Petting’ reminds us that

2 Historically, in the sense of  capital punishment; now, in the sense of  social con-
demnation and exclusion, and as simply physically dangerous.
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there are many ways in which we cannot help behaving just as animals 
do—or mammals, anyway—and sex is one of  the most obvious ones. We 
copulate, as they do. They have penises and vaginas, as we do, and the 
fact that the vagina of  a calf  can be sexually satisfying to a man shows 
how similar these organs are. (2001, e-text)

In Western modes of  addressing the question of  the animal, these simi-
larities have been used not to see close relations but, on the contrary, 
to produce a dichotomy and total alterity in the moral sense. Hence, 
the notion of  ‘animal sex’ has been commonly used in a pejorative 
sense to describe the most undesirable aspects of  human (not animal) 
sexual behaviour. This apparently speciesist view has been criticized 
by Alphonso Lingis who suggests that the very quality of  animality 
in human behaviour actually gives our sexuality another dimension, 
exceeding same species limitations and opening up a myriad of  possibili-
ties within the plethora of  eroticism. This attitude cherishes cross-species 
similarities as well as differences. We are animals among other animals, 
some of  whom are humans, and this becomes especially apparent when 
our bodies get orgasmic:

We feel feline and wolfish, foxy and bitchy; the purrings of  kittens rever-
 berate in our orgasmic strokings, our squirrelly fi ngers race up and down 
the trunk and limbs of  another, our clam vagina opens, our erect cobra-
head penis snakes its way in. Our muscular and vertebrate bodies tran-
substantiate into ooze, slime, mammalian sweat, and reptilian secretions, 
into minute tadpoles and releases of  hot moist breath nourishing the 
fl oating microorganism of  the night air. (Lingis, 2000, p. 38)

My endeavour in this essay is to probe how human-nonhuman libidinal 
encounters could be reconsidered from a postanthropocentric perspec-
tive. This requires a recontextualization of  interspecies relations by 
means of  a shift in the concept of  sexuality: from sexuality understood 
in terms of  instinct and biological compulsion for orgasmic release 
to sexuality as plenitude open to otherness. The former, as Elizabeth 
Grosz states in her analysis of  various models of  sexuality, is implicit 
in the claim made by many men who rape, those who frequent prosti-
tutes and those prostitutes who describe themselves as ‘health workers’, 
insofar as they justify their roles in terms of  maintaining the ‘health’ 
of  their clients. (Grosz 1995, p. 294). The latter understanding and 
attitude, by contrast, escapes reproductive functions and the need for 
immediate gratifi cation. Against this background of  two alternative 
conceptions of  sexual behaviour, I would like to advocate yet another 
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shift in comprehending human-nonhuman libidinal encounters: from 
bestiality to zoosexuality.3

Zoosexuality is a relatively new term, but practices of  loving animals 
and making love with them are certainly not. Attitudes towards sexual 
relations between human and nonhuman animals depend on the ideas 
we have about ourselves, our bodies, our position in the environment, 
our general convictions about sexuality and eroticism, as much as on 
the specifi c ways we actually get our pleasures. Crimes of  love and lust, 
‘the unmentionable vice’ for which in past centuries many humans and 
nonhumans paid with their lives, are still a taboo. But the marvelous 
and ordinary stories of  vulnerable lovers and passionate encounters 
with no real futures have been told in literature and art constantly 
throughout the ages. In this essay, I will look into the specifi c contem-
porary phase of  the visual representations of  human-animal sexual 
encounters, focusing in particular on the attitudes towards bestiality 
and zoosexuality refl ected in these images. The signifi cance of  the 
present moment should not be overlooked because the rejection of  
the anthropocentric-androcentric perspective actually enables the shift 
towards understanding human-animal sexuality in terms of  zoophilia, 
zoe-philia, biophilia, and zoosexuality, which allows us to start to break 
and seriously question the taboo.4

Ordinary People with Extraordinary Desires

It is not enough to say that bestiality has simply got a ‘bad  reputation;’ 
it is still a strong taboo. Not only is it something not to be done, but 
also something not to be talked about. “Heard anyone chatting at 
parties lately about how good it is having sex with their dog?” Singer 
inquires, and the obvious answer is: “Probably not” (Singer 2001). It 

3 The term “zoosexuality”, understood as sexual orientation towards animals, has 
been in use since the 1980s; it was popularized by Miletski’s research in the 1990s 
(Miletski 2002). 

4 “Since zoophilia/bestiality is illegal in a number of  countries (e.g. USA, UK),” as 
Andrea M. Beetz reports, “most of  the zoophiles are worried about being ‘outed’ to 
the ‘wrong’ persons. Even though in Germany zoophilia is not illegal anymore since 
1969, most zoophiles still are very cautious, since the social stigma could destroy their 
private lives, they could perhaps loose their jobs, etc. In Great Britain, zoophilia can 
still be punished with life imprisonment, though that is probably no longer a realistic 
threat.” (Beetz 2000, e-text) 
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seems that the old Christian prohibition on bestiality5 —considered “a 
sin too fearful to be named” (Bekoff  1998, p. 92)—has been particularly 
persistent. Even as a subject of  academic interest to sexologists, bestial-
ity is not as well researched as one could expect, given the immense 
literature on human sexuality.6 However, in the late 1990s, the pioneer-
ing contribution of  sexologist Hani Miletski brought about signifi cant 
changes in attitudes, also refl ected in the language used to analyze the 
sexual relations of  humans and animals. One example is the strong 
tendency for a more specifi c use of  the term ‘bestiality.’ which is now 
mostly understood as the practice of  using animals as mere outlets for 
sexual tension, closely linked to speciesism, and therefore inscribed in 
the anthropocentric order. Zoophilia, in contrast, is an attitude which 
situates sex with animals as “the ultimate consequence of  love for them, 
making love with them” (Dekkers 2000, p. 1). Zoophiles, or ‘zoos’ as 
they are also called, declare their strong emotional attachment to nonhu-
man animals who become their companions and often also their sexual 
partners. Sometimes they form life-long relationships with animals or 
share their erotic practices between human and nonhuman animals. As 
Miletski states in a report on her inquiries into the zoo community:

They tell me they love their animals and would do anything for them. 
They tell me they won’t have sex with their animals unless the animal 
shows them, with its body language, that it wants it and enjoys it. (Miletski 
2002, p. 175)

In zoosexual relationships animals gain the status of  a partner rather 
than a victim of  human lust. For this very reason, many zoos point 
out the absurdity of  denying animals the ability to consent to sexual 
involvement with their body language, as they have claws, teeth, and 
hoofs to show their disapproval. It is absolutely crucial, however, to be 

5 See the following passages in the Old Testament: “Whoever lies with a beast, shall 
be put to death” (Exodus 22:19); “You shall not have sexual intercourse with any beast 
to make yourself  unclean with it, nor shall a woman submit herself  to intercourse 
with a beast: that is violation of  nature” (Leviticus 18:28–24); “A man who has sexual 
intercourse with a beast shall be put to death and you shall kill the beast. If  a woman 
approaches any animal to have intercourse with it you shall kill the woman and the 
beast” (Leviticus 20:15–16).

6 Miletski, who carried out a study with a sample of  93 zoophiles (1999), notes that 
there had been only three important studies up to then providing some information 
on the prevalence and frequency of  human sexual interaction with animals: Kinsey 
et al. (1948 & 1953), Gebhard et al. (1965) and Hunt (1974). Unfortunately, some of  
the information must be assumed to be outdated now. 
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aware that there are many more subtle forms of  power reationship 
between the two ‘partners’ than the simple dichotomy of  ‘rape’ versus 
‘consent’. Still, to assume that the animal is always a victim is based on 
the logic of  bestiality, which paradoxically is the same logic that—in 
the traditional tales of  bestiality in art—almost always made women 
victims of  beasts who were not even supposed to be animals but male 
humans or human-like male gods.

The stereotypical picture of  a human involved in sexual acts with ani-
mals is “a poor, naive, confused, desperate, uneducated, ignorant farm 
boy” (Miletski 2002, p. 40) who uses animals as objects to substitute for a 
human partner, usually of  the opposite sex. What adds to this ungrace-
ful image is that occasionally sexual contacts with animals have been 
reported as violent acts against animals,7 and as animal abuse, which is 
closely linked to human-to-human violence. 8 Therefore, bestiality has 
been frequently identifi ed with brutality, depravation and degradation 
for both humans and animals.9 Contemporary laws in most European 
countries and in some parts of  the US refl ect these attitudes, although 
the charges leveled have been changed from the moral issue of  having 
sex with an animal to the charge of  animal abuse. Some countries, 
however, including Germany, Holland, Belgium, and Denmark, allow 
sexual relations with animals when the animal consents.

Analyzing human motivations for interspecies sex, R.J. Rosenberger 
in Bestiality (1968) made a very symptomatic distinction, dividing people 
practicing bestiality into two groups, which could, as I read it, be 

7 The sexual act may be dangerous or even deadly for the human partner as well. 
The famous case of  Kenneth Pinyon’s death as a consequence of  a sexual involvement 
with a stallion is the subject of  the documentary fi lm Zoo (2007), directed by Robinson 
Devor, which stirred so much controversy in the USA.

8 For more information about a correlation between human violence and animal 
cruelty see: http://www.hsus.org/hsus_fi eld/fi rst_strike_the_connection_between_ani-
mal_cruelty_and_human_violence/ (accessed August 10, 2007) and: http://vachss
.com/help_text/animal_dv.html (accessed August 10, 2007).

9 In Christian Europe until the 18th century sexual contact with animals “was uni-
formly punished by putting to death both parties implicated, and usually by burning 
alive. The beast, too, is punished and both are burned”. Such is the testimony given 
by Guillielmus Benedictinus, who lived at the end of  the fourteenth century. But there 
is actually something particularly worth noting in these horrifying circumstances of  
human-animal relations, namely the actual putting on trial of  not only the accused 
human but also the animal. The latter was also brought before the court and properly 
tried. It could be pronounced equally guilty and convicted together with the human 
partner, but also pardoned, not necessarily together with the human party. For an 
example of  the latter, see the case of  Jacques Ferron (Evans 1987, p. 150).
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 characterized as ‘repulsive perverts’ and ‘unlucky losers.’ In the latter 
group, we fi nd all those individuals who practice bestiality clearly as sub-
stitution for a human partner. Such persons should be viewed as people 
who found themselves in very unfavorable circumstances to which they 
found very provisional and poor solutions; in this case, the incidental 
errors and weaknesses may be forgiven. When human-animal sex is seen 
in this way, however, anthropocentrism remains unchallenged because 
the preference of  this group of  people would ultimately be to share 
sexual pleasures with other humans only. The ‘true’ perverts, according 
to Rosenberger, would be those individuals who make a conscious choice 
of  animals over human partners. Apparently, those humans who avoid 
sexual contacts with other humans and fi nd such a possibility completely 
unacceptable represent the worst case. And, indeed, as Miletski points 
out in her study, some zoos do have such an uncompromising attitude, 
as e.g. the one confessing: “I am zoo exclusive and the very thought of  
having sex with a human disgusts me” (2002, p. 171).

Contemporary zoophiles whose affection for animals enters the 
tabooed zone of  sexual bliss often identify themselves not with bestiality 
but with zoosexuality. The latter is understood as a sexual orientation 
towards animals, and is therefore not considered a condition to be 
cured, condemned or suppressed, but rather as a variation of  the erotic 
impulse. Zoos report to be sexually attracted to particular species and 
even to a specifi c individual animal or a group of  individuals. Moreover, 
there are some features exclusive to animals which some people fi nd 
attractive: “I am highly turned on by olfactory stimuli, and humans by 
convention rarely allow themselves to have any natural human aroma” 
(2002, p. 171). And yet, it is not only physical attraction which matters, 
since zoophiles often stress that they seek serious emotional attachment 
to a partner (or partners) whose position more closely resembles that 
of  a spouse rather than a sex toy.10 Nonetheless, the actual social real-
ity still makes interspecies affection an impossible love that has to be 
hidden from the eyes of  others.

10 No country recognizes marriages between humans and animals, since the latter 
are not subjects recognized by law. However, people do get married to animals, which 
in the western world is mainly a symbolic act of  a commitment, while in India it may 
be a way to protect a human from an evil eye. As to animals as sex toys, it is curious 
that sex toys in the form of  infl atable animals are advertised as fun and ‘edgy gadgets’ 
for nonzoos. They provide a fantasy of  interspecies sex rather than a real experience, 
which for the toy users would be too transgressive.
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Recent research into human-animal sexual relations reveals a signifi -
cant subversive potential of  zoosexual attitudes. Practicing bestiality is 
acknowledging a taboo and then breaking it anyway, willing to bear all 
the consequences, but practicing zoosexuality is acting as if  the taboo 
didn’t exist and is, therefore, disruptive of  the anthropocentric order. 
Bestiality has been, and still is, inscribed into a model of  sexuality based 
on violence, suppression, prohibition and taboo. Zoosexuality, on the 
other hand, is not only a way to identify and name a very minoritar-
ian sexual practice but, more importantly, actually evokes a totally 
different concept of  ourselves, our bodies, and our relations with other 
animals, including libidinal encounters with them. Zoophilia, as love 
for animals, an attitude underlying any zoosexual act, offers an alter-
native to phallogocentric models of  eroticism. Zoophilia, as described 
by Lingis, is an all-embracing, wandering impulse that passes through 
the surfaces of  bodies of  humans, animals, plants, and even inorganic 
matter alike. Orgasmic sexual encounter, then, neither empowers the 
subject nor the human status of  a master of  animals; on the contrary, 
as a same-species sexual union, it is ecstatic for the self. Therefore, on 
the orgiastic note, making a connection between sexuality and other 
forms of  incorporation such as eating, Lingis observes:

To be swept away into voluptuous passion is to lose the sense of  one’s 
self, one’s status, one’s reputation, one’s identity, one’s dignity. Take this 
my fl esh and eat me; take this my jism and drink and forget me. (2005, 
p. 109)

Mistresses and Masters of  Animals

Despite being a taboo in public discourse, human-animal sex is well 
represented in European visual culture, especially in popular-cultural 
productions but also in distinguished collections of  classical painting 
and sculpture, and can be seen as early as on the walls of  caves marked 
by our ancestors in the Bronze Age. But as Midas Dekkers points out, 
before of  all that evidence, “our gaze is averted, our giggles suppressed” 
(2000, p. 1). Curiously, we seem to be blind to all such messages and 
have long been unable to confront what is really represented there. We 
persistently refuse to see animals as animals even though their bodies 
are fully exposed, often represented in a very sensuous way, depicting 
movement, surface, and texture, and giving the impression of  body 
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temperature and smell. 11 The taboo is so strong that we refuse to see 
what is really there, and we do not name what can be properly named. 
Surprisingly, throughout the centuries the most paradoxical strategy has 
proved the most suffi cient here: a strong denial in front of  undeniable 
evidence.

Dekkers also makes an observation about the prevalence of  female 
and male human partners in visual representations, pointing out that 
“[c]ompared with reality, in which it is virtually always men who actu-
ally copulate with animals, in art the roles are completely reversed” 
(2000, p. 154). The reason for this, according to Dekker, is the obvious 
fact that for centuries men alone produced images which refl ected only 
male fantasies:

As always a man identifi es with the active party: the animal. He is the 
stallion, the dog, the bull, the lusty monster with its outsized organ which 
pumps the most insatiable woman full of  sperm. (2000, p. 155)

However, if  we draw on an ancient understanding of  what animals 
are like and consider that the term ‘bestiality’ in its original meaning 
referred to people acting like animals with no control over their pas-
sions, with no reason, no justice and no respect for others nor for a 
social order (cp. Bekoff  1998, p. 93, and Clark 2000, p. 88), only male 
humans who represented themselves as looking and acting like animals, 
can be called ‘bestialists.’ These persons either forcefully used animals 
and/or women as objects in order to satisfy their own desires in real-
ity or, through images and fantasies, identifi ed with so-called bestial 
behavior. Paradoxically then the self-produced image of  man is actually 
that of  bestialist and beast at the same time. Here, anthropocentrism 
has produced the curious fi gure of  bestialist-beast that is always male 
and which, as I will argue refl ects a fear of  woman as beast.

Continuing his remarks on the predominance of  images of  women 
and the lack of  images of  men in the representations of  ‘bestiality 
themes’ in art, Dekkers suggests that men have always avoided repre-
senting themselves as partners for animals because their fantasies would 
be destroyed by women as beasts (2000, p. 155). Indeed, as Elisabeth 

11 In the myth of  Leda and the swan, the animal lover acts like a swan with all the 
consequences of  his act. As the result of  this interspecies sexual encounter, Leda lays eggs 
giving evidence to the animality of  her partner who fused with her woman’s body. 
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Grosz points out in Animal Sex, female beasts or, rather, beasts as women 
or especially associated with female sexuality, such as the infamous 
praying mantis and black widow, for example, have a strong presence 
in totally different types of  male sexual fantasies, all of  them linking 
women’s sexuality to death. Grosz argues that

by linking sexual pleasure to the concept of  death and dying, by making 
sex something to die for, something that in itself  is a kind of  anticipation 
of  death (the ‘little death’), woman is thereby cast into the category of  
non-human, the non-living, or a living threat of  death. (1995, p. 284)

Conventional interpretations of  human-animal sexual encounters, 
including the one proposed by Dekkers, are strongly infl uenced by 
speciesism and androcentrism; i.e., they take into account neither the 
specifi city of  female eroticism nor the autonomy of  female desire. 
Within such an epistemological framework, female sexuality is simply 
another version of  male sexuality and, as Grosz adds, reduced to “het-
erosexual norms of  sexual complementarity or opposition” (1995, p. 
279). Miletski, referring to several opinions of  ‘male specialists’12 about 
motivations women may have for getting involved in sexual relations 
with animals, quotes J. Handy who, in Girls who Seduce Dogs (1977), 
identifi es two syndromes: the fi rst is the ‘The Amusement of  the Hus-
band Syndrome’, referring to men who take pleasure from watching 
their woman partner having sex with an animal; and the second one 
is the ‘The Failure of  the Human Male Syndrome’, meaning that men 
may occasionally happen to be worse lovers than animals. The latter 
opinion is also shared by W.W. Waine who suggests that “dogs may be 
better lovers than men—they last longer, their tongues are larger and 
rougher, and they love to perform oral sex” (in Miletski 2002, p. 45). 
Greenwood, however, in Unusual Sex Practices (1963) is not concerned 
with female sexual practices per se but with worries about “the emo-
tional state of  the woman who requires such bizarre stimulation to 
satisfy her sexual desires” (in Miletski 2002, p. 48); i.e., the conclusion 
of  the male specialist here is that only a mad woman would substitute 
an animal for a male human lover.

12 Miletski points out that research on bestiality is mostly out-dated and written 
in a pseudo-scientifi c manner which is “actually designed to sell erotic stories under 
guise of  case histories. They pretend to be authoritative, documented, and factual sex 
studies” (Miletski 2002, p. 55).
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Yet, Miletski’s own survey gives evidence that some women—not 
only men and not in any relation to men—fantasize about having sex 
with animals as well as about watching other people being involved in 
such activities (2002, p. 170). Women can be interested in animals as 
animals, and their desire is neither a form of  substitution for a human 
male lover, nor based on the heterosexual model. The following confes-
sion by a female zoophile offers a glimpse at this:

I wrote my fi rst (innocuous and innocent as it was) zoo story when I was 
seven—the girl married her dog in the end. Long before I understood sex, 
sexuality, morality, or zoophilia, I understood that I had a deep love for 
animals, a bond that was undeniable—especially for dogs. I don’t believe 
I ‘chose’ this lifestyle. It is just a part of  who and what I am—one part 
of  many. It is natural, consensual, satisfying, and overwhelmingly loving. 
My dogs are happy—I am happy. My relationships with my dogs add a 
dimension to my life that would be an aching void without them—they 
do not, however, replace my relationships (sexual or otherwise) with 
human beings. My dogs do not understand holidays, movies, books, or 
the other hobbies I share with human partners and friends. They do not 
understand music or candlelight or fl owers. However, they are never away 
from me. They comfort me. We play games and enjoy sunny days. We 
love car rides with the windows down, take long walks, and just snuggle 
happily and contentedly against one another. The relationships (human 
and zoophile) are complementary. Both add important dimensions to 
my life and allow me to care/love in return in different ways. Neither 
my relationships with humans or animals depends on sex, but both can 
be enhanced by it. Sex is merely an expression of  love—and that’s the 
bottom line. I love them. (in Miletski 2002, p. 194)

All Together Now

Among the reasons commonly given for the persistence and omnipres-
ence of  classical bestiality themes in the visual arts—such as Europa and 
the bull, Leda and the swan, and others—Dekkers lists “quite simply 
ravishing beauty” (2000, p. 6). Needless to say, ‘beauty’ stands for the 
sexually appealing body of  a woman and/or both bodies either in sexual 
union or suggesting this possibility, displayed as an object of  the male 
gaze. This androcentric interpretation suggests a bestiality perspective 
in which the focus is on the release of  sexual tension treated as a bodily 
function. The displayed ‘beauty’ of  a woman together with an animal 
works as vehicle in achieving this goal by a third-party male human. But 
the phallogocentric interpretative access to the sexual aspect of   classical 
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images of  bestiality excluding female pleasures is strictly controlled 
and produced by the classical interpretations of  the stories from Greek 
mythology. Hence, the sexual fantasy realm has been open for those 
who neither wonder about the identity of  the two—the animal and the 
woman—nor about the relation between them, but who always already 
know that the animal is never an animal while the woman is always a 
woman. In other words, both the woman’s body and the animal’s body 
are colonized by male desire, and their own pleasures as a female human 
or a nonhuman animal are not considered, known or acknowledged. 
This androcentric attitude fi nds a continuation today; in the choice of  
depicting the myth of  Europa and the bull on the Greek two-euro coin, 
for example. As a coin, the image is widely accessible, at least for some 
part of  the European audience, regardless of  their cultural and sexual 
interests, and it actually refl ects and repeats the ideology of  the origin 
of  European identity based on objectifying women.

The image on the coin is a traditional depiction of  the myth of  the 
Phoenician princess Europa, who, whilst gathering fl owers with her 
attendants, was abducted to Crete by the god Zeus, who had appeared 
to her in the guise of  a white bull. Having been reproduced from a 
Spartan mosaic of  the forth century CE, its hidden sexual connota-
tion can be grasped only by viewers who are familiar with this myth. 
However, this particular depiction shows neither apparent violence, 
nor an explicit sexual act, which nonetheless are crucial elements of  
the myth. Europa is represented here with her feminine body fully 
exposed, the cloak dropped down to her legs. She is sitting on the 
bull sideways, modestly holding onto the animal’s neck (rather than 
to its horn, which has traditionally been associated with the phallus). 
She faces the viewer, but she is not in any way confronting him: she 
is exposed to the viewer’s gaze, not gazing herself. Even her contact 
with the bull is not visual, as the regime of  the gaze carries with it 
the logic of  the story to be continued by male bestiality fantasies. It is 
my contention that only outside the traditional interpretative context 
can women actually have a chance to regain representations of  their 
own desires, including as shocking a desire as the one for nonhuman 
animals. For those not informed and controlled by the classical story 
of  bestiality with its violent connotations, the coin image is a depic-
tion of  a naked woman, who enjoys tactile, olfactory and oral contact 
with a bull. It seems to me, however, that her pleasures as well as 
the pleasures of  the animal cannot be easily dismissed. Alternative 
stories about blissful sexual encounters between humans and animals 
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Fig. 11.1 Greek two-euro coin



234 monika bakke

exist and have been represented, including the current shift—from 
bestiality to zoosexuality—in comprehending human-animal relations. 
In the remaining part of  this essay, I will consider two examples of  
recently produced images of  interspecies sexual relations that question 
and disrupt the anthropocentric and androcentric interpretative conven-
tion described above: the fi rst is the photograph Red Pebbles from the 
series History of  Sex by American artist Andres Serrano; the second is a 
series of  works called Family of  the Future, which is a larger collaborative 
project titled Zoophrenia by Russian artist Oleg Kulik and Russian art 
critic Mila Bredikhina.

Serrano’s photo Red Pebbles, unlike the image on the coin described 
above, offers a complex critique of  the classical representations of  the 
woman-animal sexual encounter: here the sexual act is explicit. Mas-
turbating a stallion the female lover is the active party. Moreover, she 
is confronting the viewer with her gaze. The fi rst impression of  the 
image evokes the association with the fantasy of  woman as beast, the 
infamous praying mantis assuming the appearance of  a woman. With 
her naked body side by side with the animal, left hand embracing him 
and right hand holding his penis, she looks back over her shoulder right 
at the viewer in the most confrontational manner. She is in charge here, 
recalling the fi gure of  a murderous insect that acts as “the projective 
vehicle” of  a man’s worst fears since “it is not the male subject or the 
phallus which threatens the female lover but, rather, the female lover 
who threatens the phallus” (Grosz 1995, p. 282). But Serrano’s photo 
offers more than this. It is not just about reversing the roles of  the animal 
rapist between a woman and a man. Here, the carnal love affair is actu-
ally between a woman and a horse: she is giving the animal pleasure, 
simultaneously obtaining pleasure herself  from this very act:

the hand, while in a sense ‘jealous’ of  the pleasure it induces in the body 
it caresses, also participates in the very intensities it ignites in a vagina 
or around testicles: it does not simply induce pleasure in another, for 
another, but also always for itself. (Grosz 1995, p. 288)

The woman does not display either bliss or horror, and her piercing 
gaze seems somehow displaced, insofar as it belongs neither to the 
pleasurable activity taking place here nor to the phallogocentric tradi-
tion of  representing such themes. At the same time, it is a very effective 
intervention separating the voyeur from the pleasurable activity, making 
him immobile in the Medusa’s manner, likely frustrated, and above 
all, aware of  his intruding presence and violent appetites. And yet, by 
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no means is the voyeur an unexpected guest at this interspecies-love 
playground, as he is known to have ruled here for centuries. On the 
contrary, the response to his arrival is well prepared and carried out 
with his own weapon by the subversive power of  the joke: the phal-
lus of  the animal, located in the foreground and seen in its pre-erect 
mode is not pointing up but pointing down, which is particularly 
striking when playfully juxtaposed with a phallic shaped chimney, a 
petrifi ed phallus, which is part of  the distant background. This is not 
an innocent joke, but a serious manifestation of  the priorities clearly 
articulated here.

Another signifi cant aspect of  Serrano’s photo breaking with tradition 
is that both the body of  the animal and the body of  the woman are 
not fully exposed but only as much as they are in tactile contact with 

Fig. 11.2 Andres Serrano, A History of  Sex (Red Pebbles) (1996). 
© A. Serrano. Courtesy of  the artist and the Paula Cooper Gallery, New York
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each other. What we can see here is in a kind of  pleasure zone, a fi eld 
of  voluptuous intensity as the “orgasmic body cannot be identifi ed with 
the organic body” (Grosz 1995, p. 287). The bodies no longer operate 
as complete objects but they become movements and actions, passages 
of  impulses going back and forth with no premeditated goals and func-
tions to perform; as such they are most open and receptive:

if  libidinal impulses are fundamentally decomposing, desolidifying, liquefy-
ing the coherent organization of  the body as it performs functional tasks, 
unhinging a certain intentionality, they are more dependant on the sphere 
of  infl uence of  otherness, on an other which, incidentally need not be 
human but which cannot simply be classifi ed as a passive object awaiting 
the impressions of  an active desiring subject. (Grosz 1995, p. 286)

Since Red Pebbles is a part of  the series History of  Sex, zoosexuality is 
only one rather peculiar and minoritarian sexual interest among many 
manifestations of  sexual desires involving diverse bodies such as female, 
male, young, old, human, nonhuman, as well as inorganic objects, all 
in various confi gurations. Serrano’s History of  Sex reveals numerous 
eccentric, totally individualized stories of  desire in its endless variety 
of  ways to pursue pleasure, which cannot be reduced to any functional 
and normalized sexuality; here the erotic impulse is endlessly fl owing, 
manifesting itself  in its all-encompassing plentitude, and not as an 
effect of  suppression and sublimation. Desire alone and away from any 
functionality of  sexual encounters is operating here:

desire need not, indeed commonly does not, culminate in sexual inter-
course but in production. Not the production of  a child or a relationship, 
but the production of  sensations never felt, alignments never thought, 
energies never tapped, regions never known. (Grosz 1995, p. 295)

The second example of  contemporary critical interpretation of  human-
animal sexual relations as a theme in art is Kulik’s elaborate series 
of  formally diverse works titled Family of  the Future, anticipated by his 
performances Meet My Boyfriend Charles (the latter being a goat) and 
White Man, Black Dog. The series is signifi cant in two aspects: fi rst, it 
breaks with the dominant tradition of  representing woman (and not 
man) in sexual union with an animal; and second, it places human-
animal sexual relations in the social context of  the family, away from 
the usual androcentric bestiality mode. Here man is neither the one 
performing an act of  violent sex in the guise of  an animal, nor is he 
taking the position of  the victim, traditionally occupied by the woman; 
man and animal are not the same, but they are equal. Against the 
grain of  speciesism and in the spirit of  zoosexuality, this heterospecies 
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family of  the future postulated by Kulik is particularly concerned with 
the sensuality and pleasure of  the human as well as the animal partner, 
where the latter is not just an object of  man’s desire but a companion 
and a lover. The nudity of  both partners suggests their equal status as 
animals who, despite all the differences between the species, actually 
have lots to offer each other. Undeniably, their main common inter-
est is the erotic pleasure which Kulik stresses even more directly in a 
series of  drawings titled Kamasutra (also part of  the Family of  the Future 
series), focusing on techniques of  pleasure for mixed-species couples 
of  the future. The ambiguity of  the animal partner’s sex is particularly 
signifi cant as it challenges the usual heterosexual aspect of  the classi-
cal representations of  human-animal sex in art and, at the same time, 
insists that sexual difference, likewise in the case of  interspecies sexual 
relations, should not be understood in terms of  limitations but of  pos-
sibilities. As Grosz claims:

We await, no longer a science of  sexuality, its formalization and abstrac-
tion, but an art of  sexuality, not its analysis but its celebration as diverse 
becoming, not knowing and thereby containing it, but elaborating and 
extending it. (2005, p. 214)

Fig. 11.3 Oleg Kulik, from Family of  the Future series (1997). Photograph 
courtesy of  XL Gallery, Moscow 
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Fig. 11.4 Oleg Kulik, sketch for ‘Family of  the Future. Kamasutra’ (1998). 
Photograph courtesy of  XL Gallery, Moscow
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Family of  the Future forms part of  a larger project called Zoophrenia by 
Kulik and Bredikhina, initiated in 1993 with a manifesto consisting 
of  “ten commandments” that situate it in a ‘postanthropocentric’ 
perspective—as stated in the third commandment: “The future is post-
 humanistic.”13 Humans should fi nally step down from the homocentric14 
top position since they are no more than just one species among many. 
The main focus of  the manifesto is on the necessity for a change in 
attitudes towards nonhuman animals, which for Kulik and Bredikhina 
is to be the essential survival strategy: “Neither the Superman, nor 
the common man, eagerly hiding the Superman in himself  have any 
future.” It seems that the survival of  our own species depends not on 
optimizing reproduction but, rather, on symbiosis, fusion and exchange 
with other life forms. Family of  the Future serves as an example of  an 
extended family in its broadest sense, as descended from a common 
ancestor, which reaches all the way back to the most primary life forms. 
This multispecies family far exceeds the homocentric reproductive unit 
of  the present concept of  ‘family.’ Not aggression towards other species 
but zoophilia or even zoe-philia is the expected and productive attitude 
in the world of  change from which self-centered humans will eventually 
disappear “in order to give birth to a new concept of  the world and to 
win the right to have a future” (Kulik and Bredikhina).

Vital Incorporations, Lusty Connections

A necessary requirement for assuming a zoophilic position understood 
in its broadest sense—not only reduced to the sexual aspect, though 
not eliminating it either—is to give up the homocentric convictions 
and revise the notion of  the embodied subject. This is a radical move 
in search of  a new model based not only on sexual incorporations 
but also on incorporations considered at even the cellular level of  
our bodies. The body is not a sealed vessel but a symbiotic system all 
the way down to the individual cells, which are themselves evolved 
in a process involving endosymbiosis, i.e. incorporation on the level of  
single-cell organisms (Margulis 1981). Indeed, our bodies are environ-
ments within environments, “a sort of  ornately elaborated mosaic of  

13 The project includes installations and performances involving animals and people 
as well as the most famous ones, where the artist himself  acts as a dog.

14 I use the term “homocentric” as a synonym of  “anthropocentric”.
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microbes in various states of  symbiosis” (Sagan 1992, p. 369). As we 
move towards a biocentric perspective, the concept of  the individual 
as an autonomous unity needs to be revised:

The body is not one self  but a fi ction of  a self  built from a mass of  
interacting selves. A body’s capacities are literally the result of  what it 
incorporates; the self  is not only corporeal but corporate. (Sagan 1992, 
p. 370)

In other words, life is based on connections, networking, and exchange 
on all levels. We live among other life forms, affecting and being affected 
by the organic and inorganic environment we incorporate one way or 
another; “we make love only with worlds” (Deleuze and Guattari 1977, 
p. 294). Our identities, like our sexual orientations, are never stable; our 
bodies are multiplicities constantly communicating and merging with 
the organic and inorganic matter of  which we consist. Life itself  in its 
biological vitality as zoe, which now emerges as subject, never stops but 
moves on in a constant fl ux regardless of  any individual ‘zoological’ 
loss. This radical, yet crucial, reconfi guration of  the subject, as Rosi 
Braidotti explains, “starts with asserting the primacy of  life as produc-
tion, or zoe as generative power” (2006, p. 110). In this view, the anthro-
pocentric subject is no longer privileged because “[z]oe rules through 
a trans-species and trans-genic interconnection, or rather a chain of  
connections which can best be described as an ecological philosophy 
of  non-unitary, embodied subjects” (p. 111). The radical shift from 
zoophilia to zoephila means that life itself  can no longer be considered 
only a passive object of  discourses and actions; on the contrary, it is 
itself  active as it moves on, no matter what and in whatever form and 
mutation it may momentarily take.

For the humanist subject, the rejection of  anthropocentrism evokes 
the predicament of  not knowing one’s location in respect to other life 
forms, as the location of  humans with respect to the environment is no 
longer fi xed. This new case of  ‘not-knowing’ certainly does not mean 
being deprived of  knowledge or isolated from it; on the contrary, it 
means being confronted with an excess of  new cognitive possibilities, of  
awareness of  the connections and the immensity of  interrelations with 
the environment. Therefore, this highly sensitive anthropocentric subject, 
now in transition, is no longer able to comprehend and conceptualize 
its own condition if  still operating within the established framework of  
humanism. The usual response of  the anthropocentric subject to not-
knowing has been fear, more specifi cally and paradoxically perhaps, not 



 human-nonhuman libidinal relations 241

a primal fear for one’s life but a fear of life. Zoe goes on no matter what, 
as Braidotti points out, and “[c]onsciousness attempts to contain it, but 
actually lives in fear of  it. Such a life force is experienced as threatening 
by a mind that fears the loss of  control” (2006, p. 110).

Loss of  control has been considered in different terms by Roger 
Caillois, namely as a possible source of  pleasure for humans and 
nonhumans classifi ed as the “pleasure of  vertigo” ( whereby a human 
being or an insect “gratifi es the desire to temporarily destroy his bodily 
equilibrium, escape the tyranny of  his ordinary perception, and pro-
voke the abdication of  conscience” (1962, p. 109). Living vertiginously 
means living on the edge of  sustainability, being “on the edge of  too-
muchness” (Braidotti 2006, p. 214), which for some, paradoxically, is 
a survival strategy, insofar as it may be the only way to actually carry 
on living. In the moment of  vertigo one is even more alive somehow; 
on the border of  life and death life is the most intense. Zoopleasures 
becoming zoe-pleasures reveal even more clearly the necessity of  the 
endless process of  merging of  vitality and death. With its disregard for 
individuality, zoe-philia will always be an outrage for the anthropocentric 
subject, yet its hidden but permanent existence and recent emergence 
is also evidence that the humanist subject is already infected by non-
humans—more infected than ever—as it opens up to the immensity 
of  the life of  which it consists and in which it can participate with joy. 
The latter cannot be ignored at any level and at any moment for, as 
Lingis assures, “joy opens wide our eyes to the surfaces warmed and 
illuminated but also to the shadows; joy gives us the strength to open our 
eyes to all that is there” (2000, p. 106). Zoopleasures and zoe-pleasures 
emerge as contagious and still more deadly than any other pleasures 
we pursue but this makes them all the more vital.
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