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                    Abstract
Agency and representation are viewed as preconditions for democratic action. The dominant understanding of agency and representation is defined in terms of certain capacities and abilities that are considered to constitute the basis of personhood. The article will put into question this understanding and the assumptions that underpin it and argue that it rests on a mistaken conception of human animality – one that reduces the self to an autonomous and disembodied rational mind. The article will also suggest that it is problematic because it marginalizes more than human forms of life – as well as those of us who are differently human – and excludes their points of view from the political processes of world making. In contrast, I will put forward an understanding of agency and representation that is attuned to the relational dimensions of all life on earth. By paying attention to the semiotic propensities that all forms of life share – which entails considering nonlinguistic forms of communication – this article responds to the need for more radically democratic ways of listening, giving voice, and caring for the earth’s beings and the relations that form the conditions for life to flourish.



                    
    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        This is a preview of subscription content, log in via an institution
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                     to check access.
                                

                            

                        

                        
                            
                                
                                    Access this article

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    Log in via an institution
                                                    
                                                        
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                    

                                    
                                        Institutional subscriptions
                                            
                                                
                                            
                                        

                                    

                                

                            
                        

                        
                            
                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
        
            
                Similar content being viewed by others

                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Social Constructionism
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Chapter
                                        
                                         © 2017
                                    

                                

                                
                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        C. Wright Mills’ The Sociological Imagination and the Construction of Talcott Parsons as a Conservative Grand Theorist
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                         Open access
                                         10 October 2020
                                    

                                

                                Helmut Staubmann

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        The sociocognitive approach in critical discourse studies and the phenomenological sociology of knowledge: intersections
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                         Open access
                                         24 September 2020
                                    

                                

                                Daniel Gyollai

                            
                        

                    
                

            
        
            
        
    
                            
                        
                    

                    

                    

                    References
	Abram, D. (1996) The Spell of the Sensuous. Perception and Language in a More Than Human World. Pantheon Books.

	Ahmed, S. (1995) Deconstruction and law’s other: Towards a feminist theory of embodied legal rights. Social & Legal Studies 4(1): 68–91.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Arneil, B. (2009) Disability, self-image, and modern political theory. Political Theory 37(2): 218–242.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Arneil, B. and Hirschman, N. (eds.) (2016) Disability and Political Theory. Cambridge University Press.

	Atleo, E.R. (2004) Tsawalk: A Nuu-chah-nulth Worldview. UBC Press.

	Bassel, L. (2017) The Politics of Listening: Possibilities and Challenges for Democratic Life. Palgrave.

	Barad, K. (2007) Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning. Duke University Press.

	Beausoleil, E. (2017) Responsibility as responsiveness: Enacting a Dispositional Ethics of Encounter. Political Theory 45(3): 291–318.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Beausoleil, E. (2020) Listening obliquely: Listening as norm and strategy for structural justice. Contemporary Political Theory. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-020-00405-5.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Beausoleil, E. (2020) ‘Gather your people’: Learning to listen intergenerationally in settler-Indigenous politics. Political Theory 48(6): 665–691.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Berlant, L. (2011) Cruel Optimism. Duke University Press.

	Bickford, S. (1996) Dissonance and Democracy: Listening, Conflict and Citizenship. Cornell University Press.

	Blaser, M. (2010) Storytelling Globalization from the Chaco and Beyond. Duke University Press.

	Borrows, J. (2002) Recovering Canada: The Resurgence of Indigenous Law. University of Toronto Press.

	Borrows, J. (2019) Law’s Indigenous Ethics. University of Toronto Press.

	Borrows, L.K. (2018) Otter’s Journey Through Indigenous Language and Law. UBC Press.

	Clifford Simplican, S. (2012) Making disability public in deliberative democracy. Contemporary Political Theory. 11(2): 211–228.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Clifford Simplican, S. (2016) The Capacity Contract. Intellectual Disability and the Question of Citizenship. University of Minnesota Press.

	Code, L. (2006) Ecological Thinking: The Politics of Epistemic Location. Oxford University Press.

	Coole, D. (2005) Rethinking agency: A phenomenological approach to embodiment and agentic capacities. Political Studies 53(1): 124–142.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Coole, D. and Frost, S. (eds.) (2010) New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics. Duke University Press.

	Corntassel, J. and Bryce, C. (2012) Practicing sustainable self-determination: Indigenous approaches to cultural resoration and revitalization. The Brown Journal of World Affairs 18(2): 151–162.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Coulthard, G. (2014) Red skin White Masks. Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. University of Minneapolis.

	Cruikshank, J. (2005) Do Glaciers Listen? Local Knowledge, Colonial Encounters, and Social Imagination. University of British Columbia Press.

	de la Cadena, M. (2015) Earth-Beings. Ecologies of Practice Across Andean Worlds. Duke University Press.

	Desborough, R. (2019) Cognitive disability, autonomy, and political participation. In Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Canadian Political Science Association. Vancouver, BC, June 2019.

	Descola, P. (2014) All too human (still). A comment on Eduardo Kohn’s How Forests Think. HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 4(2): 267–273.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Dobson, A. (2014) Listening for Democracy: Recognition, Representation, Reconciliation. Oxford University Press.

	Donaldson, S. (2020) Animal agora: Animal citizens and the democratic challenge. Social Theory and Practice 46: 709.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Donaldson, S. and Kymlicka, W. (2013) Zoopolis: A Political Theory and Animal Rights. Oxford University Press.

	Fineman, M.A. (2008) The vulnerable subject: Anchoring equality in the human condition. Yale Journal of Law and Feminism 20(1): 1–23.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Grear, A. (2015) Deconstruction anthropos: A critical reflection on ‘Anthropocentric’ law and Anthropocene ‘humanity.’ Law and Critique 25(3): 225–249.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Grosz, E. (2017) The Incorporeal. Ontology, Ethics, and the Limits of Materialism. New York: Columbia University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kafer, A. (2013) Feminist, Queer, Crip. Indiana University Press.

	Kohn, E. (2013) How Forests Think. Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human. University of California Press.

	Krause, S. (2011) Bodies in action: Corporeal agency and democratic politics. Political Theory 39(3): 299–324.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Krause, S. (2012). Agency. Political concepts: A critical lexicon. Retrieved September 15, 2020 from http://www.politicalconcepts.org/agency-sharon-krause/

	Kimmerer, R.W. (2013) Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teaching of Plants. Milkweed Editions.

	Kittay, E.F. (2019) Love’s Labor. Essays on Women, Equality and Dependency. Routledge.

	Knight, A. (2015) Democratizing disability: Achieving inclusion (without assimilation) through ‘participatory parity.’ Hypatia 30(1): 94–114.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	MacIntyre, A. (2001) Dependent Rational Animals. Open Court.

	Mackenzie, C. and Stoljar, N. (eds.) (2000) Relational Autonomy. Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self. Oxford University Press.

	Mackenzie, C. (2014) Embodied agents, narrative selves. Philosophical Explorations 17(2): 154–171.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Mackenzie, C. (2019) Feminist innovation in philosophy: Relational autonomy and social justice. Women’s Studies International Forum 72: 144–151.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Malleson, T. (2018) Interdependency: The fourth existential insult to humanity. Contemporary Political Theory 17(2): 160–186.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Meijer, E. (2019) When Animals Speak: Toward an Interspecies Democracy. New York University Press.

	Merchant, C. (1980) The Death of Nature. Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution. Harper & Row.

	Nedelsky, J. (2011) Law’s Relations. A Relational Theory of Self, Autonomy, and Law. Oxford University Press.

	Nedelsky, J. (2011) Receptivity and judgment. Ethics & Global Politics 4(4): 231–254.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Nelson, M.K. and Shilling, D. (eds.) (2018) Traditional Ecological Knowledge. Learning from Indigenous Practices for Environmental Sustainability. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Oshana, M. (2016) Personal autonomy in society. Routledge.

	Plumwood, V. (1993) Feminism and the Mastery of Nature. Routledge.

	Puig de la Bellacasa, M. (2017) Matters of Care. Speculative Ethics in More Than Human Worlds. University of Minnesota Press.

	Rollo, T. (2017) Everyday deeds: Enactive protest, exit, and silence in deliberative systems. Political Theory 45(5): 587–609.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Sharp, H. (2011) Spinoza and the Politics of Renaturalization. University of Chicago Press.

	Sharp, H. (2007) The force of ideas in Spinoza. Political Theory 35(6): 732–755.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Sharp, H. and Taylor, C. (eds.) (2016) Feminist Philosophies of Life. McGill-Queens University Press.

	Shiva, V. (1989) Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development. Zed Books.

	Simpson, A. (2014) Mohawk Interruptus: Political Life Across the Borders of Settler States. Duke University Press.

	Singh, J. (2018) Unthinking Mastery. Dehumanism and Decolonial Entanglements. Duke University Press.

	Taylor, C. (1985) Human Agency and Language. Philosophical Papers I. Cambridge University Press.

	Taylor, C. (1995) Philosophical Arguments. Harvard University Press.

	Thill, C. (2009) Courageous listening, responsibility for the other, and the northern territory intervention. Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies 23(4): 537–548.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Todd, Z. (2014) Fish pluralities: Human-animal relations and sites of engagement in Paulatuuq, Artic Canada. Études/inuit/studies 38(1–2): 217–238.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Tremain, S.L. (2017) Foucault and Feminist Philosophy of Disability. University of Michigan Press.

	Turner, N.J. (2014) Ancient Pathways, Ancestral Knowledge: Ethnobothany and Ecological Wisdom of Indigenous People of Northwestern North America. McGill-Queens University Press.

	Tully, J. (2008) Public Philosophy in a New Key Volume I: Democracy and Civic Freedom. Cambridge University Press.

	Tully, J. (2016) Deparochializing political theory and beyond: A dialogue approach to comparative political thought. Journal of World Philosophies 1(1): 51–74.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Whyte, K. (2018) Indigenous science (fiction) for the Anthropocene: Ancestral dystopias and fantasies of climate change crises. Environment and Planning e: Nature and Space 1(1–2): 224–242.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Whyte, K., Caldwell, C. and Schaefer, M. (2018) Indigenous Lessons about sustainability are not just for ‘all humanity.’ In J. Sze (ed.) Sustainability: Approaches to Environmental Justice and Social Power. New York University Press.

	Watts, V. (2013) Indigenous place-thought and agency amongst humans and non-humans (First Woman and Sky Woman go on a European world tour!). Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society 2(1): 20–34.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Willett, C. (2014) Interspecies Ethics. Columbia University Press.


Download references




Acknowledgements
Earlier versions of this article were presented at the RGCS workshop at McGill, Millennium’s conference on ‘Entanglements and Detachments in Global Politics,’ WPSA’s annual meeting, and the Care Ethics Research Consortium conference. I am grateful to the participants in these events, and especially to Sophie Bourgault, Vivienne Bozalek, Tim Charlebois, Alvin Cheung, Erika Cudworth, Anna Daily, Maggie FitzGerald, Rubén Flores, Mark Franke, Kelly Gordon, Maurice Hamington, Stephen Hobden, Alvina Hoffman, Jacob T. Levy, Catherine Lu, Christa Scholtz, Hasana Sharp, Geoff Sigalet, Michael da Silva, Daniel Weinstock, and Greg Whitfield. I also wish to thank Anouck Alary, Avigail Eisenberg, Jemima Repo, Hasana Sharp, Jim Tully, and the journal’s anonymous referees for their constructive comments and suggestions. Funding for this project was provided by Canada’s Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.


Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Department of Philosophy, McGill University, Montreal, Quebec, H3A 0G4, Canada
Didier Zúñiga


Authors	Didier ZúñigaView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Didier Zúñiga.


Additional information
Publisher's Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
[image: Check for updates. Verify currency and authenticity via CrossMark]       



Cite this article
Zúñiga, D. Ecologizing democratic theory: Agency, representation, animacy.
                    Contemp Polit Theory 21, 198–218 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-021-00514-9
Download citation
	Accepted: 17 May 2021

	Published: 18 August 2021

	Issue Date: June 2022

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1057/s41296-021-00514-9


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Ecological thought
	Agency
	Representation
	Animacy
	Decolonial politics
	Democratic theory








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					54.196.58.109
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    