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A snake came to my water-trough 

On a hot, hot day, and I in pyjamas for the heat . . . 
And yet those voices: 

If you were not afraid, you would kill him! 
And truly I was afraid, I was most afraid, But even so, 

honoured still more 
That he should seek my hospitality 

From out the dark door of the secret earth. 
—   D. H. Lawrence, “The Snake” 

 

 

Confronted by the snake, an emissary of the 
strange, D. H. Lawrence is conflicted from the 
beginning, switching in a trice from fear and hostility 
to wonder and hospitality. Eventually, he throws a log 
at the snake: “And immediately I regretted it. I thought 
how paltry, how vulgar, what a mean act! I despised 
myself and the voices of my accursed human education.” 

This structure of switching or reversal appears in 
many places. It is found in Levinas’s account of coming 
up against the limits of my own intentional orientation, 
its interruption by the face (or appeal, or call) of the 
Other, itself putting a strange reverse spin on Sartre’s 
account of the effect of the look. It is found in Rilke’s 
description of the experience of being looked at by a 
tree, in the various meditations (from Plato, to Hegel, 
to Nietzsche and Bataille) on the significance of the 
sun and in philosophical struggles over the place and 
status of the body—confined at different times to the 
position of sheer matter, burden, or instrument, and 
also at times released from this bondage with the 
recognition of its power to constitute the real. It is 
found in Heidegger’s world-revealing meditations on “The 
Thing” and in his and Gadamer’s reflections on the work 
of art.i In each case, a thing that begins as an object 
of experience becomes the site of an event of reversal 
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and transformation in which not only the subject is 
implicated in an unexpected way but the world, or a part 
of it, is poised for restructuration and for the 
proliferation of new chains of possibility. 

I explore here the intriguing possibility that the 
world (as we call it) may be populated with beings of 
various sorts that in all sorts of different ways open 
worlds, open onto worlds, and open our eyes to possible 
worlds by interrupting this one. When Alice ventured 
into the rabbit hole, she discovered a world within a 
world. I am proposing that the world be viewed as a 
veritable rabbit warren, in which the entrances to these 
other worlds are marked by what we call things. The world 
is no longer a collection of things in the ordinary 
sense, however heterogeneous. Rather, it is a space that 
enables spaces, a time proliferating times. And things 
come to be seen as events, sites for transformation. 

To rest contemplatively on a thing is to open up 
the world or worlds into which it invites us. Conceived 
in this way, things are marked by analogues of what 
physicists call event horizons. This is the point or 
line at which we switch from seeing the thing as in the 
world to seeing the thing as projecting, opening, or 
proliferating its own world, its own order of things, or 
as constitutively implicated in the world in which it 
might seem just to be an item. 

I offer here an introduction to this project, 
locating within this account both human and animal 
strangers, and indeed recurrent productive strangeness. 
Part of my purpose here is to argue that the ethical 
dimension of such reversals needs to be set within the 
broader context of our flickering in and out of a whole 
panoply of strangeness.  

 

Reversals 

Let me begin with an example of such a reversal—
our experience of the sun. It is a remarkable fact that 
this source of so much light should be dangerous to 
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direct sight. We may quite properly understand this 
danger physiologically—that we could burn the retina. 
But there is another danger of a quite different order—
that we may “see” something new, and disturbing, 
something other than what was blindingly obvious. The 
sun as a danger to those who live in the shadows is at 
the heart of Plato’s allegory of the cave. But a more 
material revelation awaits us: recognizing the sun as 
the source of all energy, indeed of our sustained 
existence. For those of us wedded to autonomy, this may 
be an unwelcome reminder of dependency. And for those 
who have come to embrace a transcendent deity, the 
tantalizingly ambivalent status of the sun, as both an 
item of furniture in the heavens and the energetic ground 
of our being, might well cause a ripple of unease, at 
least in the decision to abandon sun worship. Maybe, for 
all their barbaric practices, the Aztecs were on to 
something. Might not sun worship be a practice of 
meditation on the profound significance of the sun and 
all things solar? And there is more to come. When we 
look at the sun, it is true—the sun does not look back. 
This gives us a certain assurance of privilege. And yet 
our eyes—what are they? They are the evolutionary 
product of living on an earth flooded with light for 
millions of years. These things I call my eyes spring 
from the sun, as does every animate organism. What looks 
at the sun is a child of sunlight. This is true of me as 
a living being and of my eyes as essentially attuned to 
the sun and to the visibility it opens up. 

It is easy for phenomenologists to think of the 
“constitutive” in a formal or transcendental sense. But 
here it is importantly material and historical. The 
event of reversal or fracture is the one in which the 
I/eye that sees the God/sun comes to grasp it further as 
the condition of its own capacity to see at all, indeed 
to be at all. We may confidently surmise that this is a 
seminal event, one that ushers in further developments. 
Such a dependency has what I call terrexistential 
implications. What would it be like to welcome such a 
revelation? Or to refuse it? What would it be, as 
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Nietzsche asked with regard to eternal return, to affirm 
it, to will it? 

Consider for a moment one of the deepest and most 
difficult aspects of this dependency—our being tied up 
in an unthinkably deep past. The time of evolution—of 
life, of animal life, of human life—is unthinkably deep 
both because it exceeds our capacity to imagine even in 
terms of scale, raising really profound questions about 
what those limits are, and what we mean by “imagine.” 
Can we “imagine” the Big Bang? Or the end of the world? 
And beyond the question of magnitude, we must also 
imagine our not being here and indeed there being nothing 
like us on the planet. We have to peer back an 
interminably long way around evolutionary corners that 
block illumination from the distant past. 

Exploring the temporal aspects of our dependency on 
the sun has just begun. A meditation on this opening 
soon realizes that our entire fossil fuel economy and 
way of life consists of releasing at an accelerating 
rate the reserves of solar energy locked up in gas, coal, 
and oil, burning it like there’s no tomorrow.ii We are 
tapping our stored solar past, as well as drinking in 
today’s light and heat. Moreover, one day the sun will 
explode and the experiment will come to an end. 

The second example of reversal is the nonhuman 
animal. I opened with D. H. Lawrence’s poem “The Snake,” 
in which he laments his reactive violence. You could 
also think of Aldo Leopold’s account of the light in the 
dying wolf’s eyes.iii Or Theodore Roethke’s basking 
lizard, to whom he says the stone terrace belongs.iv The 
movement, the reversal, the transformation in each case 
is one in which the animal moves from being a part of my 
world, our world, to making a claim, to occasioning on 
my part the recognition that the animal, too, in some 
sense, has a world and projects significant dwelling.v 
Some such experience takes place when I pick up a worm 
crossing the path after a rainstorm and deposit it safely 
on the other side. I recognize both vulnerability and 
something of a manner of life, or way of dwelling on the 
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part of the worm. In modest fashion, I go out of my way, 
as we say, to help him on his way. Something happens 
here, but it is mostly an accommodation of one mode of 
life to another. There is no threat from the worm, and 
he never looks back. 

The reversal has not yet happened; we are still on 
the cusp. Reversal here has many portals—we notice the 
spider’s web, or the beaver’s dam, or, as my ex-squirrel-
hunting friend recalls, we watch squirrels playing on a 
tree trunk. In each case, a concept appears on the other 
side of the line (home, territory, play), and we are 
primed for something abrupt to happen. Another friend’s 
advice on encountering wasps is apposite here: never 
make eye contact, and they won’t sting you. It took me 
a while to realize this was a joke. But this possibility 
of eye contact, of seeing oneself being looked at, takes 
us closer to the edge. The reversal happens when we see 
ourselves being seen, and then realize that we don’t 
really understand how they see us, and that we are as 
much a part of their world, whatever that is, as they 
are of ours. This reversal through an encounter with the 
other-than-human can come in ways that are all too sharp 
and clear; Sartre’s account of the look has this 
abruptness about it. And being the object of the other’s 
gaze is no mystery.  

In the movie Grizzly Man, Timothy Treadwell loses 
his life when he (and his girlfriend) are eaten by a 
rogue bear after thirteen seasons of peaceful 
coexistence in Alaska. The director, Werner Herzog, 
comments that Treadwell just did not get it: the bears 
saw him as food. And when he was eaten, he became part 
of their world in a very literal sense. This suggests 
not that bears have no “as such,” as Heidegger might 
say, but that that their version, at the very least, 
even if it overlaps our own, may distribute value 
differently. But in some ways, this reversal is still 
too straightforward, like man bites dog, hunter hunted. 
Everything changes, and yet the conceptual space is 
still the same. Animal fables fall under this heading. 
More disconcerting, and almost completing the reversal 
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as event, is our recognition that we may well have little 
or no handle on the other-than-human creature’s “world.” 
Heidegger himself seems to be of two minds in thinking 
this through. Disputing Rilke’s valuation of the open, 
he insists on the animal’s world lacking a certain 
disclosedness (tied up with truth), and he seems to go 
along with von Uexküll’s references to functional tone 
when speaking of a “disinhibiting ring.”vi These accounts 
make the animal’s world fairly transparent to us, as a 
reduced version of our own. But at other times, he 
suggests that we don’t really know how the world seems 
to another creature. 

Even that move, however, is but a stage on the way. 
The true reversal would come were this path to converge 
with the path of “What Is Metaphysics?,” where Heidegger 
speaks of the “totality of what is” slipping away from 
us (in angst), the point at which we are reminded of the 
unheimlich at the heart of our dwelling. The animal, I 
am suggesting, has this power: to relieve us of our 
habituated dwelling by bringing us face-to-face with a 
significantly different and unassimilable mode of 
dwelling.vii 

 

More reversals: sexual other, stranger, enemy 

The third case of reversal I will take is that of 
the other human, and here I divide the example itself 
into three: the sexual other, the stranger, and the 
enemy. The textual ghosts floating in the background 
here are Irigaray, Levinas (with Derrida), and Schmitt. 
Each of these relations marks the site of a radical 
transformation or is open to such a possibility. In 
pursuing these three cases, I will be able to 
differentiate my position from one centered on the 
ethical opening. Moreover, I believe it will be possible 
to explain the misunderstanding generating what we have 
come to think of as the ethical infinite.viii 
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The sense of wonder is the mark of the 
philosopher. 

—Plato 
 

Consider first the sexual other and Irigaray’s 
insistence that the experience of wonder properly 
applies to the sexual other before it applies to the 
cosmos, thus upending any impersonal metaphysical 
primacy of wonder, such as Plato proposed. Irigaray in 
particular alludes to Descartes’s account of wonder as 
the first passion, being moved by our first encounter 
with a thing before we know what it is. She asks that we 
return “this feeling of wonder, surprise, and 
astonishment in the face of the unknowable” to its proper 
place—“the realm of sexual difference”—by which, 
somewhat traditionally, she means the difference between 
man and woman. For Irigaray, wonder is the antidote to 
any claim to possess or control the other.ix 

How does this account fit into the schema I am 
proposing here? Wonder, or astonishment, is the 
experience that arrests and reverses, one might say, the 
everyday, possessive projective orientation to the 
sexual other, allowing us to treat and see the other as 
something of a miraculous complement, as if for the first 
time. Here it is not that the other looks back with the 
recrystallizing impact that Sartre describes in the 
gaze. Rather, a space of nonpossessive delight is opened 
up. Irigaray goes on to nominate angels as inaugurating 
and protecting sexual encounter as celebration beyond 
any master/slave drama of domination. 

 

 

Da-sein is the happening of strangeness. 

—Martin Heidegger 

 

For the second encounter with the human other, I 
take the example of the stranger, with an eye to 
Levinas’s focus on the widow, the orphan, the stranger, 
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and Derrida’s meditations on hospitality. In the 
stranger, three different dimensions come together. 
First is the absence of knowledge: nothing is known about 
this person, whether he or she is to be trusted, well 
disposed, and so forth. Second, the stranger is in need, 
being away from home. And third, it is unlikely that you 
will meet this person again. The appearance of the 
stranger may occasion no response (drive on by, don’t 
answer the door) or a negative one (closing the door in 
his or her face, turning down his or her visa 
application). Such responses would confirm a certain 
default self-centeredness. But there is also the 
possibility of the event in which I am taken out of 
myself and even moved to the point of what Derrida calls 
“pure hospitality”—a welcome without limit, and without 
checking credentials, in which I put myself (my house, 
my family, my country) fundamentally at risk. I see 
myself as hostage to the other without any consideration 
of reciprocity. The scales of native narcissism fall 
from my eyes, and I am exposed to the need of the other. 
I discover saintliness. 

 

 

Tell me who your enemy is and I will tell you who 
you are. 

—Carl Schmitt 

 

For the third example, I take the enemy, in which 
the transformation works in the opposite direction. 
Sometimes, seemingly from nowhere, cooperative or at 
least tolerant relationships with my neighbor, my 
friend, my compatriot, or some person or group with whom 
I get on well break down utterly, to be replaced by the 
other acquiring the status “enemy,” in extremis, to be 
shunned, injured, or killed. This happened in Bosnia, in 
Rwanda, and it happens in small ways on our streets and 
in late-night bars every day. It is the world of 
suspicion, of paranoia, in which any small event is 
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scrutinized for its secretly hostile significance. It is 
a world in which Jews, communists, and gays are rounded 
up and killed. And a world in which one state invades 
another sovereign state in pursuit of narrow self-
interest. 

To this list—lover, stranger, enemy—we could add 
the friend, the master, the ghost, and many others. In 
each case, this category of the other can emerge or 
subside without reason, and by such transformations the 
world is transfigured. 

The point of supplying these various examples, 
worked and unworked, is to demonstrate that the 
phenomenon of renewal and transformation in the 
self/other relationship is far from being restricted to 
the charismatically ethical cases of the other in need—
widow, orphan, stranger. And the reason for this 
provides an ontological ground even for those privileged 
ethical cases, undermining Levinas’s claim that ethics 
is first philosophy.x Let me now explore this thought. 

I have described things at the edge of the world as 
sites at which events of reversal and transformation 
take place. And that the world opened up by this whole 
analysis is one of fractal space and time, one in which 
things turn out not merely to furnish “our” world but 
are open invitations to pass over into other worlds, 
rabbit holes. Focusing on the worlds these things open 
up takes us away from “subjectivity.” And yet issues of 
that order are clearly at stake. These reversals all 
seem to involve a change in the direction of 
intentionality. Even if one wants to promote a fractal 
world, a space and time of discontinuous regions, one 
has to concede that access to such worlds is regulated 
by what might be called the fluency of selfhood. 

 

The space of reversal and transformation 

I suggest that the entire domain marked by these 
events of reversal and transformation is generated by 
the combined operation of three different phenomena: (1) 
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the primordial constitution of selfhood, (2) variable 
modes of identification with that self, and (3) the 
projection of modes of otherness consistent with one’s 
manner of self-relatedness. 

We could describe these events as involving 
counterprojection, perhaps a cousin of the 
phenomenological epoche, in which we cease our thetic 
possessiveness and allow ourselves to be guided 
creatively by what we might call play spaces. I am 
imagining here a generalization of Gadamer’s sense of 
entering the space opened up by a work of art.xi 

But our analysis can take another direction. If the 
shapes taken by the self/other relation are such as to 
fortify a primordially constituted self, the question 
remains—from what “material,” with what ingredients, is 
such selfhood constituted? I do not want to suggest 
anything very new here, except to say that philosophers 
and phenomenologists need more regularly to take on 
board that the fundamental matrix of self was 
constitutively relational from the beginning. By this, 
I mean that there can be no getting away from the 
original drama in which a human infant arrives on this 
earth utterly dependent on others to satisfy his 
absolute needs—especially hunger and sociality. The site 
of such needs is not yet a self, but the space in which 
such needs are met or frustrated is surely the original 
matrix of selfhood—laying down ground-level assumptions 
about whether and how quickly the world responds to my 
expressed needs, providing an original formatting to 
rhythms of desire and satiation, and expectations about 
my ability, through social interaction, to affect these 
outcomes. Does a breast appear when I call out for it, 
when I need it? For Freud, the anxiety of this experience 
of infant dependency feeds subsequent religious belief. 
In the twenty-first century, giving proper weight to 
these issues is no longer the special concern of 
psychoanalysis but of any theory that takes seriously 
the layeredness of human temporal constitution.xii 
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Fractalterity 

The transformative events that erupt with a 
meditation on the sun, or on the animal (and on the 
earth), would help flesh out an evolutionary story of 
our constitution as humans. Coupled with the 
developmental story I proposed, which could be opened by 
a meditation on Mother, or Breast, or Infant, we have 
the ingredients for a story of deep material 
constitutive relationality, one that would doubtless 
disturb the traditional poise of our autonomous 
agency.xiii The next question, one of ethical significance 
in the sense proposed by Heidegger in his Letter on 
Humanism, would be whether and how we could will—that 
is, performatively embody—a self-understanding in which 
we are essentially processual, embodied beneficiaries of 
the evolutionary adventure, in a way that preserves 
rather than tries to assimilate the strangeness. 

This scenario of fractalterity would replace that 
of homogeneous space either in the sense of my world, 
laid out before me, or that of a single space in which 
all world-holders find their place. The world of 
fractalterity is one that cannot be properly represented 
but rather primes us to expect displacements, reversals, 
and transformations. It is in this world that strangers, 
gods, and monsters properly flourish, not crowded onto 
the same stage as at the end of a play but as various 
manners of world-opening, mobilizing, as I have said, 
the deepest resources by which selfhood is constituted. 

Without for a moment putting in question the 
ethical significance of those events of self-
displacement that Levinas highlights, my claim is that 
the capacity to break out of primary narcissism is not 
itself specifically ethical but ontological, and shared 
by events in which imagination, aesthetic adventure, and 
erotic delight are center stage, rather than any ethical 
engagement. The stranger may well be in need, demanding 
the bread from my mouth. But he may equally, as with the 
stranger of Plato’s Sophist (quoted by Heidegger at the 
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start of Being and Time), disconcert us, question us, 
announce the unheimlich, and call on me to set out with 
him on a dangerous or disturbing path: “For manifestly 
you have long been aware of what you mean when you use 
the expression ‘being.’ We, however, who used to think 
we understood it, have become perplexed.”xiv 

What I am proposing could be seen as radicalizing 
the move in Being and Time from a metaphysics of 
subjectivity to one based on constitutive world 
relationality. But the version of being-in-the-world I 
am adumbrating here is one of fractalterity, in which we 
are essentially exposed to manifold ways of world-
making,xv to alien avenues, to portals of possibility. 
Through wonder, perhaps also through horror and disgust, 
we may find our friend, lover, or nation—or indeed 
ourselves—to be the strangest thing.xvi 

Heidegger proves a rich resource here, in 
particular, his reading of Sophocles’s Antigone, the 
first chorus of which begins, “There is much that is 
strange, but there is nothing that surpasses man in 
strangeness.”xvii Heidegger will merely translate these 
thoughts into his own language, naming death as that 
“strange and alien (unheimlich) thing that banishes us 
once and for all from everything in which we are at 
home.” Man is “always and essentially without issue in 
the face of death. His Da-sein is the happening of 
strangeness.”xviii,xix And death, indeed, is perhaps the 
thing most at the edge of the world. 

 

 
i See Martin Heidegger, What Is a Thing? (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery, 1968), and “The Origin of the Work of Art,” in Off 
the Beaten Track (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002). See Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. J. 
Weinsheimer and D. G. Marshall (New York: Crossroad, 1975). 
ii It should be clear that I have little in common with 
Bataille’s “general economics,” for which the sun’s endless 
supply of energy provides an excess we need to spend. 
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Eroticism does not need such a cosmological economics. And 
global warming has changed the name of the wider game. 
iii See Aldo Leopold, Sand County Almanac (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1968). 
iv “To whom does this terrace belong? / With its limestone 
crumbling into fine greyish dust, / Its bevy of bees, and its 
wind-beaten rickety sun-chairs. / Not to me, but this lizard, 
/ Older than I, or the cockroach.” From “The Lizard,” 
Collected Poems of Theodore Roethke (London: Faber and Faber, 
1968). 
v “We reached the dying in her eyes. . . . There was something 
new to me in those eyes—something known only to her and the 
mountains. I was young then, and full of trigger-itch. I 
thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer that no 
wolves would mean hunter’s paradise, but after seeing the 
green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the 
mountain agreed with such a view.” Leopold, Sand County 
Almanac, n.p. 
vi Jakob von Uexküll, “A Stroll through the Worlds of Animals 
and Men,” in Instinctive Behavior: The Development of a Modern 
Concept, ed. Claire Schiller (New York: International 
Universities Press, 1957). 
vii Anthropology has a growing literature on this topic. A 
contemporary classic is Eduardo Kohn, “How Dogs Dream: 
Amazonian Natures and the Politics of Transspecies 
Engagement,” American Ethnologist 34, no. 1 (2007): 3–24— “an 
appreciation for Amazonian preoccupations with inhabiting the 
points of view of nonhuman selves, to move anthropology beyond 
‘the human.’<HS>” (4). Through such studies, Westerners can 
expand their own capacity to imagine nonhuman perspectives. 
viii Martin Heidegger, “What Is Metaphysics?” in Martin 
Heidegger: Basic Writings, ed. David Ferrel Krell (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1993). 
ix I will explain the infinite as the absence of measure in a 
phenomenon in which an absolute distinction and an absence of 
concrete measure are laminated together. 
x See her essay “Sexual Difference,” in The Irigaray Reader, 
ed. Margaret Whitford (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 
xi I explore this line of criticism in “Where Levinas Went 
Wrong: Some Questions for My Levinasian Friends,” in The Step 
Back (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005). 
xii See Gadamer, Truth and Method, and “The Relevance of the 
Beautiful,” in The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other 
Essays, trans. Nicholas Walker (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986). 
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xiii The phrase comes from Winnicott, who studied with Klein. 
“The first ego organization comes from the experience of 
threats of annihilation which do not lead to annihilation and 
from which, repeatedly, there is recovery.” Donald Winnicott. 
“Primary Maternal Preoccupation,” in Collected Papers: 
Through Paediatrics to Psycho-Analysis (London: Tavistock, 
1956), n.p. 
xiv Plato, Theaetetus and Sophist (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), Sophist 244a. 
xv Needless to say, agency is not dependent on (and may indeed 
preclude) an exaggerated sense of autonomy, and a 
“deconstruction” of the myth of the autonomous subject does 
not seek to abolish the agent-subject but to make its 
constitutive relationality visible and productive. See, for 
instance, Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter (New York: 
Routledge, 1993). 
xvi See Nelson Goodman, Ways of Worldmaking (New York: Hackett, 
1978). 
xvii The revelations of torture at Abu Ghraib prison left many 
people asking, “Is that our America?” 
xviii Is the deployment of “strangeness” here not itself highly 
anthropocentric? I think it is, and I am indeed defending a 
certain distinctiveness of the human. Any creature that felt 
cosmic wonder could join the club. This should not close off 
wondering what (analogues of) wonder/horror/disgust might 
look like for other animal kinds. Chimps, dogs, and elephants—
just to begin the list—act very “strangely” when confronted 
with death. 
xix Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2000), 123. 


