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Abstract: The twenty-first-century digital culture has become a posthuman
laboratory, involving an ontological shift from viewing man as the centre of the
world to understanding humans as one among many species that co-evolve
within a vast interconnected web of life. The human-animal boundary is being
redefined through social media narratives, particularly those surrounding the
viral monkey Punch and the lonely Antarctic penguin, both of which signify an
unconscious adoption of posthuman ethics among human beings. This paper
investigates the shift from the traditional humanist belief that animals are
instinct-driven objects to a recognition of animals as beings possessing their own
complex moral agency and existential defiance. Employing Donna Haraway’s
concept of the “Companion Species” and Rosi Braidotti’s notion of the
“Posthuman Subject,” the paper explores how the contemporary era values
“significant others” and perceives all species as interconnected nodes within
networks of social and biological relationships.

Human identification with the loneliness and rebellion of animals is not merely a
form of anthropomorphism but a manifestation of trans-species solidarity. The
recent celebration of animal agency on social media platforms indicates that
digital spaces have become active sites for this posthuman turn, where animals
are recognized as vital agents capable of challenging stereotypical and normative
structures. Such representations decentre the notion of human beings as the sole
possessors of meaningful life. The paper also contends that the truncated format
of digital narratives functions as a new mode of literary expression. It opens up a
multitude of interpretations, often granting animal subjects a significance that
transcends the conventions of traditional human-centred fiction.

Keywords: Posthumanism, Animal Agency, Companion Species, Posthuman
Subject, Shared Vulnerability


https://literarinessjournal.org/
http://LitearinessJournal.org
http://literariness.org
http://10.67147/literariness.v1si1.006
mailto:archagopan24@gmail.com
https://literarinessjournal.org/
http://LitearinessJournal.org
http://literariness.org
http://10.67147/literariness.v1si1.006

&/ Literariness Journal

Introduction

he conventional belief that animals are instinct-driven beings with no inherent agency is being

widely deconstructed in this era of post-anthropocentrism. There has been a radical shift from

viewing animals as objects to recognizing them as active subjects, thereby challenging the
notion that animals are merely mechanical and automated beings. Historically, human beings were
influenced by a Cartesian mindset. The seventeenth-century philosopher René Descartes viewed
animals as biological machines that respond to stimuli but possess neither soul nor reason. This
Cartesian concept of dualism posits human supremacy over animals. Human beings have long
considered themselves superior because of their capacity for language, rational thought, and sentience.
Animals may not possess a language that is intelligible to humans; however, the perceived absence of
language in animals is not a biological deficiency but rather an epistemological limitation of human
beings. The inability of humans to decode animal communication reflects the limits of human

comprehension rather than a lack of agency or expression in other species.

Post-anthropocentrism argues that the rigid boundary separating humans from animals is an arbitrary
construction designed to justify the taming and exploitation of animals in the name of human
dominance. Human beings are increasingly recognizing the value of living in harmony with significant
otherness and acknowledging that they cannot exist in isolation or within rigid binaries. Their
vulnerability can be addressed only through meaningful relationships with non-human entities. For
centuries, understanding animals largely meant studying them through anatomical and morphological
frameworks or encountering them as representations in books and scientific texts. Recent studies,
however, have significantly expanded human understanding of animals, moving beyond
representational approaches. The contemporary era of interspecies subjectivity recognizes animals as

subjects capable of making choices and experiencing affective emotions.

The recent viral phenomena of the lonely Antarctic penguin—featured in a widely shared clip from
Werner Herzog’s 2007 documentary Encounters at the End of the World—and the unconventional
behaviour exhibited by the young monkey Punch at Ichikawa City Zoo have captured widespread
public attention. These animals became more than internet sensations; they represented a profound
cultural shift toward recognizing animal subjectivity. The empathy directed toward the monkey and the
existential reflections inspired by the penguin are indications of a posthumanist turn and the emergence
of interspecies recognition. Diverse interpretations of these animals circulated across the world.
Ethologists interpret the penguin’s behaviour as disorientation or maladaptive conduct. Social media
audiences, however, reject this scientific explanation and instead characterize it as the act of a

“nihilistic penguin.” Amid this plurality of interpretations, a posthuman perspective suggests that
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contemporary society is at least attempting to recognize animals through a different lens—a Zoe-
centric shift.

Viral Subjectivities: The Death of the Mechanical Animal

The traditional humanist perspective, grounded in Cartesian thought, often interpreted animal silence
as evidence of a lack of agency. However, the contemporary digital landscape has become populated
by posthuman subjects such as viral animals, which demand not merely attention to unusual behaviour
but a fundamental shift in human perception. In The Animal That Therefore I Am, Jacques Derrida
challenges the traditional philosophical distinction between humans and animals. He argues that this
divide is not a natural or objective truth but a human construct used to define human identity through
the exclusion of other living beings. By grouping all non-human life under a single category, humans

have historically defined themselves as unique and superior.

Rather than focusing on what animals supposedly lack—such as language, reason, or consciousness,
traits traditionally regarded as exclusively human—Derrida encourages a reconsideration of the human
relationship with animals. His work invites us to move beyond deficit-based understandings of animal

life and to recognize animals as beings with their own forms of subjectivity, presence, and significance.

Posthumanism is a mode of thinking about the intersecting human, nonhuman, and technological
worlds that has gained theoretical currency in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, especially in
the wake of ecological consciousness and environmental campaigns that call into question the role of
humans in shaping the fate of the Earth. In posthumanist thought, human beings assume an agency
wherein they participate in actions with their companion species, such as plants, animals, and other
nonhuman forms, thereby deconstructing the traditional notion of the human tendency to exercise
control and dominion. By challenging the idea of human exceptionalism, posthumanism supports the

goals of animal studies, which advocate for the ethical and political recognition of nonhuman animals.
Rosi Braidotti, the posthumanist thinker, in her book The Posthuman, states:

Becoming-posthuman consequently is a process of redefining one’s sense of attachment
and connection to a shared world, a territorial space: urban, social, psychic, ecological,
planetary as it may be. It expresses multiple ecologies of belonging, while it enacts the
transformation of one’s sensorial and perceptual co-ordinates, in order to acknowledge
the collective nature and outward-bound direction of what we still call the self. This is in
fact a moveable assemblage within a common life-space that the subject never masters
nor possesses but merely inhabits, crosses, always in a community, a pack, a group or a
cluster. (193)
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Braidotti focuses on “Zoe,” the nonhuman vital force that drives all life. She argues that humans and
nonhumans belong to the same multispecies world, defined by a shared vulnerability and a common
grounding in the Earth. Ethical relations are not about identifying human emotions in animals but
about recognizing mutual interdependence and shared exposure to the forces of life and death. In The

Posthuman, Braidotti further asserts:

Living matter—including the flesh—is intelligent and self-organizing, but it is so
precisely because it is not disconnected from the rest of organic life. I therefore do not
work completely within the social constructivist method but rather emphasize the

nonhuman, vital force of Life, which is what I have coded as Zoe. (71)

From Braidotti’s perspective, the unusual behaviour of Punch and the human fascination with it
represent a transversal connection—the recognition that the vital force within him is the same force
that animates humans. Witnessing that force in a state of confinement generates a sense of shared
posthuman grief. In the traditional biological sense, a monkey is expected to live among other
monkeys. However, when Punch is rejected by his mother, he finds solace in a toy. The Zoe within him
is oriented toward survival and persistence. To remain emotionally and physically alive, Punch’s life

force reaches out to the nearest available source of attachment—the IKEA plush toy.

From a posthumanist perspective, the toy becomes part of the nature-culture continuum. Punch is not
“acting human”; rather, he is expressing a vitality that belongs to both living and nonliving entities. His
replacement of the biological mother with an IKEA plush toy demonstrates the adaptability of Zoe,
which continually seeks new forms of connection and sustenance in order to preserve life. The incident
therefore illustrates not a failure of animal instinct but the capacity of life itself to reconfigure

relationships and attachments in response to loss and vulnerability.

The existential penguin that captured the attention of millions of people worldwide offers a profound
case study of zoe-centred ethics. While penguins are generally noted for their collective behaviour, this
nihilistic penguin’s walk away from its fellow mates towards the inland mountains—with no food and
death seemingly certain—defies the traditional clockwork model of animals. The viral sensation of
2026, accompanied by nihilistic memes such as “When you are done with everything in life!”, reveals
a posthumanist shift in the public gaze. The world witnessed a posthuman subject asserting an agency
that remains unintelligible to human understanding. Humanity projected its existential fatigue onto the
penguin, thereby acknowledging a shared vulnerability and a transversal bond with a creature whose

internal trajectory remains entirely outside the boundaries of human language.
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The penguin’s solitary walk towards death generated a profound sense of identification and
vulnerability because, like the penguin, humans are fragile beings navigating an indifferent world. As
Jacques Derrida argues in The Animal That Therefore I Am, what humans and animals truly share is
neither reason nor language but finitude—the condition of being mortal, vulnerable, and exposed to
suffering. Cary Wolfe advances a similar argument in What Is Posthumanism?. He contends that
traditional humanism distinguishes humans from animals through the capacity for reason. If ethics is
grounded solely in rationality, animals are inevitably excluded from ethical consideration. Instead,
Wolfe proposes finitude as the basis for an inclusive ethical framework, since it is a condition shared

by all living beings.

Donna Haraway, in her 2008 work When Species Meet, argues that no species is self-made; all species
exist in a continuous process of “becoming-with.” Humans possess no inherent authority to own or
tame animals. Haraway recounts her experience with dog agility training to demonstrate how she and
her dog developed a shared language of touch and movement in order to succeed together. She
describes the world as a series of contact zones where different species encounter and transform one
another. The zoo functions as one such contact zone, where the penguin was confined and where
humans, in a sense, become-with it through a shared experience of boredom and the ethics of
confinement. The penguin’s existential walk thus becomes a message to which humans remain

physically and ethically connected, even from a distance.
Rosi Braidotti cites Donna Haraway’s concept of companion species in The Posthuman:

Some surprising forms of material equivalence are found among different life-forms in
these posthuman days. We need to devise, therefore, a system of representation that
matches the complexity of contemporary non-human animals and their proximity to
humans. The point now is to move towards a new mode of relation; animals are no
longer the signifying system that props up the humans’ self-projections and moral
aspirations. They need to be approached in a neo-literal mode, as a code system or a

‘zoontology’ of their own (70).

To conclude, the narratives of the unconventional monkey Punch and the nihilistic penguin serve as
poignant meditations on posthuman subjectivity. By reaching out to the synthetic IKEA toy, Punch
transcends his biological isolation, demonstrating animal agency and challenging the conventional
nature-culture divide. Similarly, the profound human response to the disoriented penguin highlights the
recognition of vulnerability as a condition shared among the many species inhabiting the planet. These

animals are neither objects of pity nor mere symbolic representations; rather, they are participants in a
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dynamic assemblage of life that underscores ecological interconnectedness and a shared sense of

planetary belonging.
Conclusion

The viral fascination with the Punch monkey and the lonely penguin is not merely a symptom of
internet boredom; rather, it signals the decline of the long-standing conception of animals as automated
entities devoid of agency. For centuries, human beings treated animals as creatures governed solely by
instinct and reflex, confined outside the realms of language, consciousness, and meaningful
subjectivity. However, when animals appear to defy survivalist norms and exhibit behaviours that
humans interpret as loneliness, rebellion, or individuality, a new form of posthuman subjectivity

emerges.

Within the framework of posthumanism, there is a shift from evaluating animals in terms of bios to
understanding them through the raw and vital force of zoe. It is not shared reason that binds humans to
Punch or the lonely penguin but a shared finitude—the mutual exposure of embodied beings to a world
that exceeds their control. Animals are no longer viewed as mere representations; rather, they are

recognized as companion species within an interconnected web of life.

Accepting animal agency ultimately means accepting a world in which human beings are no longer the
sole authors or creators of meaning. Instead, humans participate in a complex network of co-existence
and co-evolution, where agency, vulnerability, and significance are distributed across species
boundaries. The popularity of these digital animal narratives thus reflects a broader cultural movement
toward posthuman ethics, one that challenges anthropocentric assumptions and reimagines life as a

shared, multispecies experience.
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