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Pablo P. Castelló  

Junior Fellow of the Animals and Biodiversity programme, Global Research Network. 

 

Matthew Calarco is a continental and animal philosopher who has lived veganism as a set 

of daily practices for over three decades. His work has decisively influenced the field of critical 

animal studies and animal philosophy, and inspired the work of many scholars in those fields. 

Calarco is a grounded philosopher in that he stresses the importance of being attentive to the 

ecologies of our neighbourhoods and towns, how we constitute and are constituted by these 

ecological relations, and the environment more generally. He has coined the term 

“indistinction,” which is a concept that seeks to open spaces where the lines between humans 

and the more than human world blur. He contends that indistinction should contribute to 

changing human-animal relationships, and enable more just ways to live with, relate to and be 

with others. In this interview, Calarco will discuss some of his most important and ground-

breaking ideas: he challenges the argument that speciesism is a key axis to discriminate against 

animals, and argues that we should not be led to practice veganism by creating sacred sites in 

which humans and some animals appear as inedible, but rather think of human and non-

human animals as being meaty, that is, edible and vulnerable embodied mortals. This 

interview happened through correspondence in the Summer of 2021.  

 

Pablo P. Castelló (PPC): Can you tell us a bit about yourself? Where are you based and 

where were you raised? What was the political culture around you like? And how did you end 

up in the field of animal philosophy?  

Matthew Calarco (MC): I currently live in Aliso Viejo, California in the United States 

and teach philosophy at California State University, Fullerton. I was born and raised just down 

the road from here in Escondido. The city of Escondido was fairly conservative when I was 

growing up (and still is), and I attended Christian school up until middle school. So, I was 

surrounded for many years by strongly conservative people and institutions; oddly enough, 

though, those values and worldview never really appealed to me or formed me in any deep 

way. I became critical of religion at a fairly young age, and I always had a taste for the 

“outside”—by which I mean not just the outdoors (which I did love) but also alternative 

cultures, music, and ways of life. I was deeply immersed in hip hop culture and DJing all 

through my teen years and twenties, and my experiences in those circles were deeply formative 

for me. Even though I eventually left the music and DJing scene, the values and ideals of indie 

hip hop and related musical cultures remain important to me. 

In terms of animal philosophy and my interest in those topics, those things too began fairly 

early in my life. Before I entered high school, my family adopted a vegetarian diet largely for 

health reasons; but as we became more informed about animal issues, the commitment 
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became more deeply ethical for all of us. That process of learning about the way animals are 

treated in advanced capitalist culture was apocalyptic (in the etymological sense of the term) 

for me and introduced me to a whole set of issues and questions I had never been taught to 

think about during my standard education. In many ways, my life from that point forward has 

been an attempt to consider these issues more carefully and to develop a way of life that I hope 

is more just and attentive to animals. I have also sought to be involved in collective political 

movements that strive to change the economic and social conditions that lead to so much 

useless suffering and destruction. 

As for my attraction to animal philosophy in particular, I turned to this field because I have 

always felt it does the best job of getting at the key issues concerning animals. I am a pro-

animal activist and have worked in those circles for many years, but I think that philosophical 

reflection, concept creation, and the constitution of a philosophical way of life are just as 

essential when it comes to revolutionizing our interactions with animals. 

PPC: Perhaps this takes us to some of the key insights in your work. Our readers might be 

surprised to hear that you have argued that speciesism has never really been the problem [see 

Thinking Through Animals]. Your argument is that anthropocentrism, rather than 

speciesism, has been the crucial axis to discriminate those who deviate from the paradigmatic 

ideal of the human as an able-bodied rational man who is independent and white. Could you 

unpack this insight and give us a bit of context?   

MC: Sure. As much as I admire and appreciate the well-intentioned work done around 

speciesism by analytic animal ethicists, animal studies theorists, and pro-animal activists, I 

have long believed the concept is incoherent and fails to capture the genuine problem 

concerning animals. Setting metaphysical objections about “species” aside (which would take 

us into thorny debates in the philosophy of biology), my main objection to the concept of 

speciesism is ethical and political in nature. 

When you look at the concept as it was developed and promulgated by Peter Singer and 

other philosophers, it is clear that it is intended primarily to target fellow academics who have 

a contemporary evolutionary theoretical view of species and who limit consideration (without 

adequate justification) solely to members of the human species. But the problem that is of 

concern to most people working in animal studies and animal philosophy is not a modern one 

that affects a handful of logically inconsistent professional academics. It is an ancient problem, 

one that was operative long before the modern notion of biological species existed.  

The dominant culture did not then and does not now discriminate on the basis of biological 

species; it does so in a much more complicated way in terms of who does or does not match an 

ideal subject position: the human (ὁ ἄνθρωπος in the Greek; in my own work, I prefer to use 

the term anthropocentrism instead of speciesism because it recalls us to the ancient origins of 

this form of ongoing power relations). The human, understood as a subject position, is not a 
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biological concept; it is a socio-cultural and ideological concept that underpins and reinforces 

a broader anthropocentric order. And what it means to be properly human does not at all track 

with the biological concept of species; it cuts across and subdivides from within what biologists 

would classify as Homo sapiens. The human is built in opposition to other human beings (race, 

class, sex, etc.) and all kinds of other others, including animals. So, when pro-animal thinkers 

believe they can solve the problem concerning animals by extending ethics to nonhuman 

sentient beings on the basis of their similarity to “us” (with “us” being paradigm instances of 

the subject position of the human), they are actually reproducing anthropocentric thinking in 

unwitting ways. 

PPC: In that same book, Thinking Through Animals, you propose a different approach to 

ethics and animal politics, what you call, indistinction. Here you make another mind-blowing 

and perhaps counter-intuitive argument: the idea that animals (including humans) are fleshy 

and edible, and because of that most humans should be as vegan as possible. What is 

indistinction? Who influenced you to propose this term? And what is at stake in thinking that 

we are all vulnerable to be eaten?  

MC: Perhaps the best way to understand this line of thought is to contrast it with the 

approach that I label the identity approach (which stems primarily from the analytic animal 

ethicists discussed in the previous question). On the identity approach, consideration is 

extended to animals because they are sufficiently like us, or relevantly identical to us, to 

warrant concern. The logic runs something like this: we don’t eat or experiment on our fellow 

human beings, animals are relevantly similar to humans in “X” manner (sentience, 

subjectivity, etc.), therefore. . . . The basic impulse here is to lift animals up and out of the 

realm of edibility and violence, in much the same way we have sought to construct a civilization 

that does the same for “us”.  

I start from the opposing direction, with the assumption that human beings cannot remove 

themselves from the realm of edibility, that we are always vulnerable to being eaten by others, 

and in all kinds of ways, both literal and symbolic. At the same time, we also know that we are 

not just edible, that we strive to live and flourish, and that we are always more than beings 

who can be eaten. This ambiguous condition is not exclusively ours, though—it is one we share 

with animals. That shared condition is what I call indistinction. This approach suggests not 

that animals are like us but that we are like them, often in ways we disavow but are forced to 

recognize through various experiences, encounters, and challenges. I come to this term 

through a whole host of thinkers, from Giorgio Agamben, to Gilles Deleuze, to Val Plumwood; 

but more important than these philosophical references, the concept reflects my own 

longstanding and deeply-held sentiments about human and animal life as well as the 

sentiments of many other activists and theorists who affirm this shared condition. 

PPC: I recently had the opportunity to converse with Lori Gruen about the issue of 
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edibility, and she argued that it is one thing to talk of being prey and being vulnerable to be 

eaten, and another altogether to use the term “edible.” In terms of political strategy, the 

argument seemed to be that thinking of others as “consumable” and “edible” beings might be 

counterproductive. To be clear, Gruen also made explicit that her argument entailed we should 

be attentive to our embodied and vulnerable existence, and the indistinct idea that we humans 

can be eaten like animals, as you argue in your work. The problem was the term “edible.” Do 

you have any thoughts on this potential objection?   

MC: I am sensitive to the point Gruen is making here, and I understand and empathize 

with her strategic and political concerns. Based on my understanding of Gruen (whose work I 

have read and admired for well over two decades), my sense is that we’re not that far apart on 

the question of how to think about the ethics and politics of eating and being eaten; the 

difference here, I think, is largely one of emphasis and audience. For Gruen (as well as Carol 

J. Adams, who raises similar concerns about this terminology), to refer to an animal as edible 

is to risk circumscribing that being in some kind of fixed, ontological way as being meat and 

nothing else. This way of talking about edibility takes the form of definition as determination, 

a kind of essentialism—to define an entity as edible is to say that being edible is that entity’s 

nature, that being edible is what it is, that being edible is that entity’s primary ontological 

character, and so on. One can readily see the problems that might arise from defining others 

as edible in this sense. 

Now, when I suggest that “we are all meat” or “we are all edible,” I certainly do not mean 

to imply that meatiness or edibility fully defines or determines animals or human beings. 

Given the widespread objectification of marginalized human beings as well as the 

instrumentalization and commodification of animals, to do so would accomplish little more 

than reinforce the ideologies and material structures of the status quo (and this, I take it, is 

the primary concern behind Gruen’s remarks about the implications of this terminology). 

Rather, my aim is to understand edibility, vulnerability, and the entire metonymic chain of 

terms at issue here on a very different ontological register. Rather than determining or 

delimiting entities, I take these terms to point toward the shared condition of human and 

animal life, a condition that includes being edible (and related characteristics) as possibility 

and potentiality. Further, this ontology is committed from the outset to the notion that 

potentiality and possibility are never just one—they are always more than one. In other words, 

we are all virtually or potentially edible but never merely or only that. Thus, my position 

entails recognizing and affirming a shared condition that is largely disavowed by the 

established order (the shared edibility of embodied beings), while at the same time affirming 

that no single condition is exhaustive of embodied existence—which is to say, that any 

particular possibility is situated alongside a number of additional conditions, possibilities, and 

potentialities. 
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PPC: Perhaps a question some of our readers might be considering is: if we animals are all 

vulnerable to be eaten and indistinction is about blurring lines, why should we stop with 

animals? Are plants and fungi also others “who” are vulnerable to be eaten? And if so, what 

should we do? I am aware that you have advocated for a vegan ethico-politics. Has this been a 

strategic move, or do you think that there is a hierarchy between plants and fungi on the one 

hand, and animals on the other?  

MC: I am delighted you raised this question; it is, unfortunately, an issue that is often 

ignored or dismissed in pro-animal circles. The neglect of the “plant question” in animal ethics 

and animal studies is understandable to some extent, though, given that it is most often raised 

against vegans and vegetarians by omnivores who aren’t particularly concerned about either 

animals or plants but are instead trying to trap vegans in a contradiction (if you care about 

avoiding harm, shouldn’t you avoid harming plants, too? and if you did, what would you eat 

to survive? and so on). Regardless, I actually take the question seriously and think it lies at the 

very heart of how we think about animal issues.  

Some two decades ago, I saw Steve Sapontzis give a talk in which someone pressed him on 

the question of the ethics of eating plants. He gave a very honest and heartfelt answer, 

suggesting that “perhaps life is tragic” and there is no way to eat and live with a good 

conscience. I really admired the probity and sincerity of his answer and have thought about it 

a lot over the years. My response to Steve’s stance would be that, if by “tragic” one means that 

living inextricably involves us in killing beings that matter, then, yes, life is tragic. But I would 

prefer to avoid the tragic pathos, as it still reinforces the notion that the goal of ethical eating 

is somehow to lift living beings up and out of the sphere of edibility and that we unfortunately 

fail in achieving this ideal. The goal of veganism, as I understand it and practice it, is not to 

prevent all death or predation or to forestall death as long as possible but to create new and 

better possibilities for living and dying for all our relations, whether human, animal, plant or 

otherwise. To this end, I eat a vegan diet not simply in view of animals but in view of all my 

kin: human, plant, and so on. Given the options available to me in this place and at this time, 

a vegan diet is typically the most respectful way of eating, and I adopt it as a daily rule of thumb 

and as a ritual practice directed at trying to live well in view of all my relations. But there are 

certainly better and worse ways of being vegan (in other words, some vegan diets can be 

extremely disrespectful of plants and other beings), and I am in fundamental disagreement 

with the way in which some animal ethicists characterize plants and non-sentient beings as 

killable.  

PPC: Many thanks for this rare and wonderful answer. Matt, as you know your work has 

always spoken to me, and I agree with you in almost everything you argue, but I have often felt 

uneasy about how you overlook in some instances difference and prioritise the idea of 

indistinction. There are moments in which you suggest that we should focus exclusively on 
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indistinction – this is especially the case in some fragments from Beyond the Anthropological 

Difference (29-30). While I am with you in thinking that indistinction is crucial to transform 

ourselves and our politics, it also seems to me as crucial to celebrate differences, pluralities 

and heterogeneities. There are moments in which we will feel, what one might call, instances 

of indistinction, that is, embodied animal experiences in which all boundaries are gone, and 

other moments in which we will face radical alterity. Why shouldn’t we be attentive to both, 

and strategically stress both? The work of Sunaura Taylor, Beasts of Burden, comes to mind 

as a great example of that. 

MC: This is a great question, and you pose it in a very thoughtful and generous way. It will 

be difficult to provide an adequate response here, but let me say a few things that might serve 

to continue the conversation. First, I entirely agree that attending to differences—radical 

differences included—is essential to animal philosophy. Now, if we are referring to radical 

difference at the phenomenological level of intersubjective encounter, where I am 

fundamentally barred from full access to the other’s subjectivity (and vice versa)—that 

particular notion of radical alterity is an important one and one that I think is worth 

emphasizing. What I object to is the kind of additional gesture one sees in Derrida and others 

where that phenomenological notion of radical alterity is then used to draw ontological lines—

for example, when Derrida speaks of abyssal differences between primates and humans, and 

so on. At the ontological level, I think the notion of radical alterity is incoherent (stated bluntly, 

I think Derrida and many other difference-based thinkers tend to confound phenomenological 

and ontological registers).  

So, I think the notion of indistinction does more and better work at that ontological level; 

it can also do important work at the intersubjective level, but I have never tried to suggest that 

it can somehow eliminate radical alterity in the phenomenological sense. That said, given the 

significant amount of attention given to Derrida’s philosophy and other difference-based 

approaches in animal studies, I tend to emphasize indistinction (which has received far less 

attention) at both levels as a counter-balance. This is a matter of strategy, primarily, but also 

reflects a certain taste, politics, and way of life. And I should also note that the notion of 

indistinction is by no means opposed to a philosophy of difference; it’s just that differences are 

seen in the register of indistinction more in terms of differences of degree and dynamic 

differentials than absolute ruptures or breaks.  

PPC: Perhaps my question was not as precise as it should have been. I referred to Taylor 

above because she argues in Beasts of Burden that we should be attentive to different “ways of 

moving through space and of being in time” (Taylor 2017, 136). There is no space to develop 

this argument here, but don’t you think that there are differences in kind that we should attend 

to? To me, this move is also important strategically speaking. The animal movement and 

animal philosophers have traditionally focused on differences of degree, as if the differences 
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in kind that do exist should be overcome rather than cherished.  

MC: I think some of those thorny metaphysical issues I tried to avoid earlier to save space 

and time have returned once again! So, let me try to address them more directly this time 

around, taking Taylor’s statement as a jumping off point. She (rightly, I think) seeks to mark 

and affirm differences in mobility and temporality. But there is an ontological dimension to 

this issue as well as a phenomenological one. Do individuals have different phenomenological 

experiences of mobility and temporality? Certainly. Do those experiences indicate a difference 

in kind at the ontological level? I am not persuaded they do (nor do I read Taylor suggesting 

as much in this passage). Mobility and temporality are ontological conditions shared among 

countless entities, and they are shared in such a way that a logic of kinds cannot do justice to 

them (at least as the term kind is typically used in philosophical metaphysics). Does that mean 

I believe there are no differences concerning mobility and temporality at all except at the level 

of lived experience? Not at all. We could (and should, for ethical and political reasons of the 

sort Taylor highlights throughout her work) mark all sorts of differences in both registers, but 

I think those differences are better described (at least in an ontological register) in terms of 

differences of degree rather than differences in kind. 

Now, we could continue to unfold this discussion about kinds on various ontological levels 

and along multiple registers. I won’t do that here, but I should like to emphasize that nothing 

I have written entails a rigid commitment on my part to eliminationism in terms of kinds or 

differences at every conceivable level of existence. Where I am an eliminationist is along the 

traditional human/animal axis. I am happy to acknowledge and readily affirm all kinds of 

differences on this complex terrain and do not want a reductive ontology or biologism to 

determine everything that can be said here; but I think most of what we take to be differences 

in kind between human beings and animals (and among more-than-human animals 

themselves) are better understood in terms of differences of degree. My position here is 

informed by biological and ecological research, but it reflects much more the implicit logic of 

the ontology of potentials and conditions I mentioned above as well as a number of ethical, 

political, and aesthetic considerations. 

I should also like to emphasize that the logic of indistinction referred to previously does 

not seek simply to blur differences or endorse ontological homogeneity. On the contrary, it is 

an attempt to respond in thought and practice to the shared conditions (not simply identities) 

and unfathomable richness and diversity (not simply differences) of existence. Indeed, the 

notion of indistinction is developed in and through a sustained, careful engagement with the 

logics of identity and difference and is a response to critical limits found in both approaches. 

Indistinction does not simply reject or try to overcome either identity or difference, but rather 

seeks to intensify and deepen the realities described by those logics. The ultimate aim of 

indistinction is turning our attention away from the traditional task of articulating differences 
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and identities along a single axis (human/animal) and creating the space for other possibilities 

and potentials for life and thought in other registers. 

PPC: I would like us to turn now towards your recent work on the philosophy of ethology 

and what you call the three ethologies. One of your most important arguments in that terrain 

is that we humans need to change subjectively at multiple levels. Your argument somehow 

stresses the idea that we need to become more animal-like, and understand ourselves as 

constituting and being constituted by our ecologies and Earth. Could you explain these 

insights, and the role ethology, Indigenous studies and actual animals have played in your 

thinking?  

MC: So, yes, my suggestion here is that one helpful way of thinking about what is at stake 

in undertaking animal studies is to see it as a project dedicated to making changes in several 

registers or modes of life. I refer to these registers in terms of “three ethologies,” the three 

being subjectivity, sociality, and environment. In that essay, I try to show how the word ethos 

(from which the word ethology is derived) contains all of these senses, and that contemporary 

practitioners of “deep ethology” (for lack of a better term) are asking us to reconsider our 

relations with animals at all three levels. Animal studies is effectively asking us to do the same 

thing, although not always in a unified or explicit way or in ways that take this ethological work 

fully into account. By bringing these three levels together, I try to show that concern for 

animals today entails more than an ethical or legal approach to dealing with injustice 

(although I fully recognize and appreciate the importance of this work) and involves rethinking 

who we are and how we relate to animals at all of the levels I emphasize (viz., self, sociality, 

environment).  

In the simplest terms, then, the three ethologies are an attempt to make a case for the 

importance of becoming different kinds of subjects, forming a new socius, and attending to 

the abodes in which we and animals dwell. Indigenous thinking (especially contemporary 

resurgent modes) is very important to the latter task, as many ongoing Indigenous traditions 

have vigorously sought to defend and sustain land-based worldviews that respect both animals 

and land. I do not argue that pro-animal discourse and the Indigenous ideas about animals 

and land I discuss are perfect partners or entirely aligned, but I do maintain that there is much 

to be gained for animal studies from a thoughtful and critical engagement with Indigenous 

struggles that seek to maintain responsible relations with animals and the land. 

PPC: To conclude, please could you say a few words about the future directions of critical 

animal studies, animal philosophy and animal politics?  

MC: As the field of animal studies continues to mature and grow, I think it will be 

increasingly forced to reinvent its theoretical and political frameworks and commitments. In 

many ways, critical animal studies and related approaches are still searching for a properly 

non-anthropocentric framework. Even critical animal studies—which is the most clearly 
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political and radical in its orientation—largely relies on frameworks (anarchism, critical 

theory, standpoint theory, and so on) that have their origins in anthropocentric contexts. 

While I do not object in principle to borrowing a framework from an anthropocentric context 

and refining and repurposing it toward other ends, there are always unanticipated problems 

in doing so. These problems arise in a striking way at the intersection of animal studies with 

plant studies and radical environmentalism, for example, and with the encounter between 

animal studies and resurgent Indigenous politics based on land, to give another example. I 

think—or at least, hope—that more sustained encounters with genuinely non-anthropocentric 

movements and frameworks will help to engender and accelerate the post-anthropocentric 

dimensions of animal studies. 

PPC: What’s next? What are you working on at the moment? 

MC: Thanks for asking! I just put the finishing touches on a history of animal philosophy 

book that will be out in a month or two. Also, I’m currently completing a book-length version 

of the three ethologies material mentioned above. Finally, I’m in the beginning stages of 

drafting a short book on roadkill. The latter two books should be in print sometime in 2022, if 

all goes according to schedule. 

PPC: Many thanks for this wonderful conversation Matt, and for your ground-breaking 

work more generally.  

MC: Thanks again for all of your thoughtful and thought-provoking questions, Pablo. 

 

For more information on Matthew Calarco’s work, see his university profile here.  
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