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ABSTRACT 

This presentation begins with my recent experience teaching a research capstone course for English 

majors at Marquette titled "The Lives of Animals" (after the J.M. Coetzee novel). In particular I 

discuss the students' unexpected selection of the anti-Sea-World documentary BLACKFISH (dir. 

Gabriela Cowperthwaite, 2013) as a primary text in the course, and the animated, passionate 

discussions the film subsequently engendered. Part nature story, part journalistic expose, part 

science fiction, and part true crime documentary, BLACKFISH became a fascinating hinge point in the 

class as a whole, gesturing towards multiple possible futures for the relationship between humans 

and animals, the majority of them dominated by what one student in the class would later very 

memorably characterize in his student evaluation as "a mood of debilitating grief." As a paradigmatic 

text of the Anthropocene, BLACKFISH, and my students' critical and emotional responses to it, points 

towards the possibility of a humanities that might someday move beyond human-produced, human-

centered narratives -- while at the same time positing a hard limit that might forever separate "us" 

from the animal lives around us who we adore, exploit, endanger, and enslave.  
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