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Animal Studies are concerned with animals. Literary Animal Studies, more specifically, are
concerned with animals in literature — that is textual animals, at least for the most part. These
statements seem rather uncontroversial. However, complications arise if the >animal< in
»yAnimal Studies« is taken for a singular noun that encompasses the whole range of objects of
research. From this perspective »animal« becomes legible as an ellipsis in danger of losing track
of what it omits. To render differentiated multiplicities into manageable-enough abstract terms
may very well be as violent as it is inevitable. In any case, a paradox is inscribed in the very
name of the heterogeneous branch of research that is called »Animal Studies«.

Speaking with Jacques Derrida, Animal Studies have chosen to give themselves a béte name.
In the first approximation »bétise« designates a foolish or untimely remark, a folly. In French it
discloses its etymological affinity to the noun >béte« (>beast<) and the homophone adjective
ybéte« (>stupid« or dumbc). There is more to this affiliation of signifiers than can be covered by
taking the obvious recourse to a supposed stupidity or stupefaction of beasts. It hints at a
difficulty that is involved whenever we begin to think, speak or write about animals, a difficulty
that cannot be avoided by replacing the singular with the corresponding plural.

The point of this contribution is to propose bétise as a critical concept for the study of animals
in literature. For this purpose >critical< is meant to be read in four ways that are by no means
exhaustive. Firstly, the concept can serve as a heuristic tool for literary criticism. Secondly, it
can be a powerful means of critique that is effective in challenging essentialist and
anthropocentric positions. Furthermore, it is a concept in constant crisis that triggers a process
of auto-criticism, a reflection on conceptuality. As such it acts, lastly, as a permanent reminder
of the paradoxes inherent in any discourse that claims to speak about or for animals.
Moving bétise into the focus of attention is supposed to keep the project that is called » Animal
Studies«< on the edge. In short, we seek to establish bétise as the thorn in Animal Studies’ side.

In his seminar entitled La béte et le souverain, Jacques Derrida provides a brief but intense
reading of Gustave Flaubert’s unfinished and posthumously published novel Bouvard et
Pécuchet (1881), which is consulted in order to develop the notion of bétise. Instead of a
conclusion at the end of the session Derrida leaves the audience and the reader with a paradox
formula, defining definition as the very definition of bétise. In Flaubertian terms this finding
does not sound very different: »Oui, la bétise consiste a vouloir conclure« (Flaubert 1973, 680).

Instead of trying to define bétise and adding yet another paradox to the list, we are going to try
to historicize, contextualize and poeticize the concept of bétise in order to flesh out the
theoretical issue Derrida raises. This happens with the help of exemplary literary texts, keeping
in mind that bétise is related to the way in which animals or the knowledge of animals take form
or change their form in language.

In the development of our argument, we take four steps, examining a variant of bétise each
time. The first step consists in a rereading of Derrida’s reading of Flaubert’s fragmentary
novel Bouvard et Pécuchet. As a second step, the protagonists’ experiments on animals and the
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yproblem of species< they encounter as a nexus of poetics and natural history are accounted for.
The historical context of Flaubert’s novel is considered in a third step. A recourse to Balzac’s
preface to the novel Les illusions perdues (1837) and to the Avant-Propos (1842) to La Comédie
Humaine serves to demonstrate how the poetics of the realistic novel in 19th century French
literature addresses the context of natural history in order to constitute characteristics of the
genre. Containing Balzac’s bétise in a nutshell, these paratexts problematize the relation of
literature and natural history and find an answer that differs from Flaubert’s. As the last step,
one of the first texts of Flaubert, Une lecon d’histoire naturelle. Genre commis (1837) is read
as an analogous attempt to think through the transmission of a certain view of nature to the
spheres of society. The narrative introduces an ironic distance with regard to classification,
denomination and conceptualization in natural history and reflects on the relationship between
nature and society that occupies Balzac at the same time.

The questions that inspire the following considerations about bétise include: How is it possible
to think, speak, or write about animals (in texts)? What is the status of bétes within the poetics
of bétise? How do lifeforms translate into literary form? How does the knowledge of natural
history concerning the animal realm relate to the form of the novel and its literary theory?

In this article, we establish that every study dealing with animals in literary text is haunted
by bétise and is therefore abéte study. We propose the concept of bétise as a key concept for
animal studies because it is effective as a critical reminder as to the limits of every act of
categorizing and conceptualizing. By rereading Flaubert’s and Balzac’s texts we show that
literary texts are prime examples for an exploration of bétise as they reflect on the movement
of animals into the form of language. It is literature that tells us: Literary Animal Studies are,
literally, Bétes Studies.
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