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The root meanings of  ‘companion’ bring us to eat together, to breaking bread, to 
a classical meal cum panis. ‘To companion’ ties us together in eating and pleasure, 
in sex and camaraderie. To companion is to consort. Comrades are political 
companions, copains of  the street. Companions tie knots of  many kinds outside 
compulsory heterosexual joints and their issue. All of  the orifices of  materiality 
are open to companions. Companions are in company; they accompany each 
other in their finitude and thickness. But no one should forget that ‘the company’ 
is also a popular name for the CIA, not to mention the moniker for the key unit 
of  capitalist economic organisation. A company is even a (low) order of  angels 
and, of  course, a military unit. So, our classical meal cum panis provokes salutary 
indigestion as well as inescapable assimilation.

‘Species’ is no less promiscuous, but in the visual more than the gustatory 
register. Rooted in ‘specere’, ‘to look’ and ‘to behold’, species takes us to the 
image impressed on a wax tablet, to the idea impressed on a receptive mind, 
and to the sovereign stamped on metal coins. Referring both to the relentlessly 
‘specific’ or particular and to a class of  individuals with the same characteristics, 
species contains its own opposite in the most promising – or special – way. 
Species means radical difference as well as logical, classificatory kind. Debates 
about whether species are earthly organic entities or taxonomic conveniences 
are co-extensive with the discourse we call ‘biology’. The ability to interbreed 
reproductively is the rough and ready requirement for members of  the same 
biological species; all those lateral gene exchangers like bacteria have never 
made very good species. And yet, no species is ever One; to be a species is to 
be constitutively a crowd, in symbiogenetic naturecultures, with no stopping 
point. Living piles turtles on turtles, all the way down. Species is about the dance 
linking kin and kind. The dance is full of  syncopation and oddly jointed moves, 
as well as sinuous curves – snake curves that tell their own tales.
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The word ‘species’ structures conservation and environmental discourses, 
with their ‘endangered species’ that function simultaneously to locate value and 
to evoke death and extinction in ways familiar in colonial representations of  
the always vanishing indigene. The discursive tie between the colonised, the 
enslaved, the non-citizen and the animal – all reduced to type, all others to 
rational man, and all essential to his bright constitution – is at the heart of  
racism and, lethally, flourishes in the entrails of  humanism. Woven into that 
tie in all the categories is ‘woman’s’ putative self-defining responsibility to ‘the 
species’, as this singular and typological female is reduced to her reproductive 
function. Gestation, where what kin and kind need is perhaps indigestion, cum 
panis. Fecund, woman lies outside the bright territory of  man even as she is 
his conduit. That African-American men in the United States get labelled an 
‘endangered species’ makes palpable the ongoing animalisation that fuels liberal 
and conservative racialisation alike. Species reeks of  race and sex; and where and 
when species meet, that heritage must be untied and better knots of  companion 
species attempted within and across differences.

Raised a Roman Catholic, I grew up knowing that the Real Presence was 
present under both ‘species’, the visible form of  the bread and the wine. Sign 
and flesh, sight and food, never came apart for me again after seeing and eating 
that hearty meal. Secular semiotics never nourished as well or caused as much 
indigestion. That fact made me ready to learn that species is related to spice. 
A kind of  atom or molecule, species is also a composition used in embalming. 
‘The species’ often means the human race, unless one is attuned to science 
fiction, where species abound. It would be a mistake to assume much about 
species in advance of  encounter. And any encounter worth its salt turns on 
responsive mis-recognition.

So, like all the important words, both ‘companion’ and ‘species’ are internally 
full of  their multiples, even of  their supposed opposites, but especially of  their 
tripping, tropic lust for tying cat’s-cradle knots of  bodies and meanings. But the 
terms are not just overflowing; they also link and tie. They offer attachment sites 
for building flourishing, finite ways of  living and dying for the bumptious crowd 
that we terrans all are, in all our off-category kin and kind. That is why I propose 
the term ‘companion species’ instead of  human/nonhuman or humanism and 
its various prefixes. Queering has the job of  undoing ‘normal’ categories, and 
none is more critical than the human/nonhuman sorting operation. That is 
crucial work and play. But perhaps companion species can remind us that terran 
critters have never been one – or two. Tubes, membranes, orifices, organs, 
extensions, probes, docking sites: these are the stuff  of  being in material 
semiotic intra-action. There is no ontological starting or stopping point, neither 
order nor disorder, boundaries nor boundary violations. That is not a recipe 
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for free-fall in abstract space, but for coming to know our obligations to each 
other in all their impossibility and necessity, across species and in communion. 
Companion species are about patterning, consequences, and the possibility of  
response. Living and dying on earth is tangled turtles all the way down.

I close in good company with tales of  species mis-recognition and the 
invitation to queer, off-category, sf  worlding that might better sustain terran 
critters’ co-flourishing. Sf  is speculative fabulation, just the kind of  thinking 
necessary to companion species. And so, I end with Ursula LeGuin’s paired 
stories in Buffalo Gals and Other Animal Presences, ‘The Wife’s Story’ and ‘Mazes’ 
(1988). Both stories turn on consequential and sustained mis-recognition. Both 
face the killing consequences of  what LeGuin’s worried shewolf  character in 
‘The Wife’s Story’ calls ‘the man thing’s’ inability to come to grips with its all-
too-normal category error, the error that denies multi-species entanglements all 
the way down.

In ‘The Wife’s Story’, a good husband, a good father, someone who seemed 
able to play and nurture, turns out to become human at the turn of  the moon, 
dangerously and murderously human, human in the sense of  not knowing its 
kin, human in the sense of  immune from the duty to care. The lupine wife and 
mother smells the awful difference and knows the terrible fate in store for her 
canine youngsters if  she does not act. She sees the betrayal in its eyes, just for 
a second:

That’s what I can’t forget. The look in his eyes looking at his own child … He stood 
up then on two legs. I saw him, I had to see him, my own dear love, turned into the 
hateful one … I was trembling and shaking with a growl that burst out into a crazy, 
awful howling. A grief  howl and a terror howl and a calling howl. And the others 
heard it, even sleeping, and woke up … I was last, because love still bound the anger 
and the fear in me. I was running when I saw them pull it down. [69–71]

The asymmetrical and doubled misrecognitions and betrayals in the plot seem 
pretty clear to me. The one who would be normal, in a category of  his own, 
upright and single, ended badly. Still, the righteous killing leaves a very bad taste 
and a very bad smell for those remaining; the pack cannot rid themselves of  the 
taint of  their necessary murder. Companion species worlds are not flourishing 
here; there is no saving indigestion among those who eat and are eaten together, 
but only an awful severing of  distinct kinds.

‘Mazes’ tells the story of  an off-terran critter trapped in a bizarre experimental 
apparatus by the alien, the one from Earth. The alien seems utterly unable to 
recognise the presence of  the trapped one. Assuming no one is at home in the 
categorically Other, the alien looks only for reaction, not response. The alien is 
unintentionally but relentlessly cruel, seeking information and data when what 
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is on offer is communication and entanglement. The maze itself, which at first 
seemed to the trapped one to be an invitation to intelligent exchange, turns out 
to be another deadly one-way test. All the gorgeous mathematical functions that 
the trapped one performed in the futile hope that the alien could learn to read 
went unsolved. The entrapped one tried a ‘kind of  simple version of  the Ungated 
Affirmation, quite adequate for the reassuring, outreaching statement I wanted 
to make’ (63). That failed. Then the trapped one tried the Eighth Maluvian, 
which could ‘survive the crudest performance in the poorest maze … I myself  
was carried away by the power of  the motions and forgot that I was a prisoner, 
forgot the alien eyes watching me’ (63). To no avail. Uncomprehending, the 
alien failed miserably, condemning the prisoner to knob-pushing and maze-
running labours until the end: ‘And now I have to die. No doubt it will come 
in to watch me die; but it will not understand the dance I dance in dying’ (66). 
The risk of  recognition-in-difference was refused. For the terran alien, the off-
category remained illegible and companion species stayed out-of-bounds of  the 
uniquely human.

LeGuin tells a story about her two stories that gets to the heart of  the 
matter for companion species. She writes that readers constantly make the 
same category mistake, the mistake that keeps such readers firmly and normally 
human, outside the pile of  turtles:

… what they [the two tales] have in common, it seems to me, is that they are 
both about betrayals. They are simple but drastic reversals of  the conventional, 
the expected. So strong is the sway of  the expected that I have learned to explain 
before I read to an audience that ‘The Wife’s Story’ is not about werewolves, and 
that ‘Mazes’ is not about rats. [61]

The direction of  mis-recognition is what is at stake here. Queer re-worlding 
depends on reorienting the human and its posts to the never-finished meal 
of  companion species, complete with all the acidic consequences for all the 
diners.
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