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Good morning. We return to companion species in this lesson, and we have, just to 
refresh your minds, looked at questions of belonging. We have made note of the fact that 
we cannot think of the human as a self-contained entity because we share vulnerability 
with other creatures and the fact that we assimilate and imbibe toxins and nourishment 
from other creatures, and that our ecosystem is a world-building which we undertake with 
other creatures. We shall continue this exploration in today's lesson, which is focused on 
companion and multispecies, part two, and in this case, the focus is transcorporeal 
trauma. 

We have already mentioned in passing in the last session the point that a process or a 
practice such as toxic dumping affects humans and non-humans in different but similar 
ways. They are not identical ways, but similar ways. But we also know that these toxins 
affect the living and the non-living in the sense of how much damage they can induce or 
produce in, say, the soil or the water of a particular biome or ecosystem. We know that, 
for instance, the land in and around Chernobyl and the land in the Marshall Islands, 
where the United States conducted a very large number of nuclear tests in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s, remain contaminated with radiation and will remain so for several, 
several years perhaps longer than human existence on Earth. 
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Which means to say that toxins, pollutants, and contaminants do not just harm humans. 
They harm the non-humans, and they harm the non-living. They harm the non-living too. 
And this is an important factor to keep in mind when we speak about shared vulnerability. 

So a sub-theme in multispecies studies, multispecies ethnography whether it's in 
literature, art, or philosophy is the toxicity that we share between humans and 
non-humans, but also between the living and the non-living. One significant component 
of post-human studies intersecting with environmentalism is the socio-economic process. 
And the material effects of this process on the lives of humans, non-humans, and the 
ecosystem. What is the effect of, say, agricultural practices, capitalism, or information 
communications technology? What is the effect, or what are the effects because there are 
more than one on 

multiple aspects of the ecosystem. Human lives, non-human lives, living forms, 
non-living forms. So we can start with how, say, agriculture transformed the earth as in 
the soil by reorganizing microbes in the soil, which help plants grow. By reorganizing the 
power and function of creatures like earthworms. Then, of course, you have the early 
stages of agriculture, where humans used animals to plow the land. 

Then, of course, the coming of mechanized systems of agriculture. Which transformed 
agricultural production forever. And what does it do? So in each case, the socio-economic 
and technological process is located within the lives of humans and non-humans, and the 
conditions of the living as well as the non-living. A related theme in these studies is 
environmental justice for all species and life forms. 

So let's take Environmental justice first and ask yourself why we are doing this under 
posthumanism. Environmental injustice and social injustice are never separate. Where 
there is environmental injustice, you will see that its cause or its effect is very clearly 
material. As in, 
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Environmental justice movements and campaigns insist upon the material 
interconnections between specific bodies and specific places. This is Stacey Alamo's 
definition. Environmental justice movements and modes of analysis target the unequal 
distribution of environmental benefits and harms. Think about this. There are prohibitions 
now every year 

from every United Nations organization about fossil fuels, that we should reduce our 
dependence on fossil fuels. No one is going to dispute that. Except that, in the case of 
countries in Africa, South America, and Asia, the solution to fossil fuels is a very 
expensive solution. The emphasis on, say, organic farming, buying locally, local produce 
as in local farm produce and farm products, these are excellent ideas. But how do they 
work in cases of smaller communities? 

whose dependency on, say, the forest is total. So you look at suburban lives that depend 
on a certain kind of fossil fuel. You look at Adivasi or tribals who live in forests and who 
need to use the forest for their daily survival. And then you cannot go and tell them, ah, 
look, you know, you should not do this because it's dangerous for the environment. How 
do you resolve this? 

As in, how do you conceive that the native systems of whether agriculture or celebratory 
rituals are damaging to the environment and they should be either allowed to continue or 
we should intervene. So, it would be a classic problem of man versus nature, or human 
versus nature. And we'll see a small instance of this in Amitabh V's Hungry Time, where 
there is a tiger trapped in a village and they're trying to kill it. And Piya, who comes in 
from the United States and abroad, says, oh my God, what am I saying? And she doesn't 
want to see. 



And the gist here is that, do we give more value and worth to the tiger's life? Or do you 
give that kind of value to the human's life? This is a big issue in the environmentalist 
campaigns. Right? 

What are we actually doing? Is it supposed to be done? The point I am trying to 
emphasize is when we speak about defending nature, They ignore the fact that defending 
nature might mean going against certain local practices, local ways of life, which have 
been there for generations and have not changed. An example here would be from Marla 
Kohn's book, Silent Snow, which is set in the Arctic. 
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Marla Cole notes that the Inuit tribes, the Greenlanders, and those who live in Siberia 
have a very high level of chemical pollutants, toxins, in their bodies. And she doesn't 
know how they got there. Because there are no polluting industries in Siberia. There are 
no polluting industries where the Inuits live in Greenland and other parts. What are we 
going to say about that? 

Where did the toxins come from? Manlapal discovers that the toxins are part of what the 
factories release in the United States. Okay, but the Inuits live very far away. They live 
very far away. The polluting chemicals from the factories are dumped into the ocean. 

Ocean water flows. Ocean waters flow in every direction. Creatures like whales and seals 
consume this water and thereby ingest the toxins dissolved in it. Who eats the whales? 
Who eats the seals? 

It's evident that seals and whales consume toxic water, and tribes that eat seals and 
whales contract the infection. Right? So what exactly are we looking at here? The 



carcinogens that cause damage in humans also harm other species. Sandra Steingraber's 
book Living Downstream notes this fact. 
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The quotes from Sandra Steingraber's Living Downstream are on your slides, which you 
can review. She notes that the same carcinogens known to cause cancer in some humans 
also cause cancer in rodents, fish, and mollusks. What is the point here? The point is that 
other animals can also contract this illness. 

And you think, oh, that chemical is carcinogenic, so we should not eat it. Yes, but it goes 
from our world, our world with the coats, into the water. Other creatures assimilate and 
absorb this chemical-induced water. And what is the result? The humans follow with 
some kind of disease, as do the animals. 

The animal meat which these people consume provides the root for the bacteria, for the 
pathogen to enter the human system. So it's not a direct flow, but there is a certain way of 
pollution and collective constitution of our intertwined lives, as Sandra Stenderberg 
would say. The example I quoted before of the Hungry Tides, P.I. is very upset. Very 
upset. 

In the village, the women ask Pia, so you are valuing tigers more than us? Because we are 
poor? Is that the reason? I mean, are our lives less worthy than those of the animals? And 
the last sections of The Hungry Tide are precisely about this. 

What is the worth of human life? And the question that follows this: What is the worth of 
human life in comparison with animal lives? In comparison with animal lives. So, should 
we give it more value when there are animals affected or affected by medical conditions 



arising from what humans have done? If you were to think about this, we have several 
other examples. 

I have given you an example from St. Gabor. We have looked at the example from 
Mar-a-Lago and, of course, other parts of India. Charles Moore is credited with having 
discovered the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. And he has an essay called The Plastic 
Moon. 

The term 'non-biodegradable,' and I'm reading out Charles Moore's quote here, which is 
also available on the screen. The term 'non-biodegradable'... is often applied to plastics, 
meaning they defy digestion by living organisms. Now, research has shown that certain 
microorganisms very slowly biodegrade plastics. There are microorganisms that do that. 

They chew plastic. The discovery Marwakon made in the silent snow is frightening 
because it also means something else. There is no safe place on Earth. Wherever you are, 
because water and air travel, you are likely to ingest some chemical intoxicants. 
Chemical cleaning materials, for example, that are dumped here reach elsewhere. 

The materials that are discharged as effluents from factories dumped here reach 
elsewhere. In all these cases, we are looking at those who are nowhere, let's not say 
people, let's say life forms. We are looking at life forms that are in no way connected to 
polluting industries or polluting locations. None of those. They are very far away, but the 
materials, the toxins, reach them. 

Catherine Coleman Flowers, in her memoir on Alabama State in her text called Waste, 
notes that There are other problems here. And this is a study that shows sewage is outside 
their houses in Alabama. This is a very serious situation because it causes all sorts of 
illnesses. There is sewage. 
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But the point Coleman Flowers makes is not about the sewage. The point she makes is 
about race. And she, as in Flowers, notes that Alabama becomes a dumping ground for 
chemicals because it is a black-majority area. And the Black majority are descendants of 
slaves. 

Think about this. Think about the fact that dumping, the absence of sanitation, and the 
lack of hygiene are in a place with a history of slavery. This means and this is the 
important part a decision was made to build a landfill that would acquire and accept 
garbage from other nations as well. And it becomes a place converted into a dumping 
ground. Would any other region have been treated like this? 

Would any other city, any other county, have been treated like this? What are we talking 
about here? We're talking about the very clear, very tangible connection between social 
injustice and environmental injustice. Once there was slavery, once there was exploitation 
of Black people in history, in the historical period of the New World up to the 19th 
century, They can still be treated like that even now. 

So once you treated them for slavery, now you treat them as a dumping ground for 
whatever chemicals you want to dispose of. The point is also that animal bodies mediate 
between toxins and other animals. But animal bodies are like conduits. Right? 
Remember, a few minutes ago I spoke about the beluga whales and the seals that the Inuit 
eat. 
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The whales and the seals are creatures that absorb the toxins from the water. Then they 
are caught, and they give birth. This is one kind of problem. And for no fault of theirs, the 
whales have transmitted the condition, the chemical, the toxic contaminant into the 
bodies of humans. 

So, we do recognize that the assimilation and circulation of toxic matter is guaranteed. 
Right? You can see here from Mar-a-Lago in three quotations that the world is imposing 
a very different kind of pollution. The north, as she puts it, has been transformed, and I'm 
quoting, and you can read it from the slide up there: 'The circumpolar north has been 
transformed into an immense learning laboratory.' 

The lives of people are also just ruined. The point here I want to reiterate is that human 
and non-human bodies are shaped by the toxins they have ingested since childhood. 
Toxic bodies are placed in social, economic, and cultural contexts so that environmental 
injustice and harm stem from, or emerge from, social injustice and harm. So, like in the 
case of Alabama County in Flowers' book, Waste, there's a history of slavery, and now 
there's a history of toxification, which means there is a history of social injustice and now 
there is a contemporary condition of toxic environmental injustice. 
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You cannot separate social inequality and economic policy from environmental justice. 
People like Stephen Lerner, therefore, have theorized something called sacrifice zones, 
defined as areas that are contaminated because there's some mining going on, there's a... 
Some of you, let me work this out with an example so that you perhaps understand. After 
the Bhopal tragedy, you know that the area around Union Carbide was the worst affected, 
right? People simply died. 
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In Chernobyl, they were debating where the exclusion line could be drawn. The 
Chernobyl... containment zone is ostensibly to limit the damage of the pollution 
spreading. But some will die inside. Those who have lived in the vicinity for years God 
knows what kind of conditions they have assimilated and what kind of genetic and 
somatic changes have occurred in them. 

Sacrifice zones are areas dangerously contaminated as a result of the naming and 
processing of uranium into nuclear weapons. As Stephen Lerner would say, You have to 
include a broader array of fence line communities or hot spots of chemical pollution. So 
Chernobyl is one kind. Yes. 

But we do know there are others. Gopal is another case in point. First you will learn that 
the term sacrifice zone determines the fact that low income and minority populations... 
So, there is heavy industry, or there is nuclear testing, or there is even a dairy industry or 
something else. There is unequal exposure that goes on here because, say, people who 
work in the factories themselves, people who live outside the factories, and people who 
are distant from the factories. 
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Do the people who live distant from the factories consume the sacrifice zone? No. Never. 
So, what kind of sacrifice? Who sacrificed? 

But the larger point that Stephen Lerner makes is: Do they know what they are doing? Do 
they know that they are going to be sacrificed? Are there no security provisions for them? 
The answer is, so far, no. So, multi-species trauma is actually the trauma of more than 
one life form, of more than one creature. 
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This is what I am referring to as trans-corporeal trauma. Trans-corporeal trauma is 
multi-species, and species sharing vulnerabilities are exposed to toxins, resulting in 
differential yet similar consequences. All sacrifice zones are multi-species, and as I have 
argued elsewhere, It is not like the people just outside the factory are affected by what's 
going on in the factory. As you may recall, in the several quotations from Marla Kohn's 
book on the Arctic North, there are people who live 8,000 miles away. 

There is no factory. There is no polluting source. And yet their bodies contain extremely 
high levels of toxins. How did that happen? The ocean took them. 

(Refer slide Time 25:01) 



 

The ocean transmits it via other waves, via other seas, to these people. So, there's no 
point in saying, 'Well, I am not in that area, and I will therefore be safe.' Multispecies 
vulnerability, trans-species vulnerability shows that all of us are vulnerable, but not in the 
same way, not in the exact same way. There are sacrifice zones in the immediate vicinity 
of factories, but we now need to acknowledge that sacrifice zones are multi-species. 
Perhaps the sacrifice zone is the planet itself. 

Thank you. 


