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Biography
-Mel Y. Chen is Associate Professor of Gender & Women’s Studies at U.C. Berkeley and Director of the Center for the Study of 
Sexual Culture

- They are a affiliate of the Center for Race and Gender, the Institute for Cognitive and Behavioral Science, the Center for 
Science, Technology, Medicine, and Society, and the Haas Disability Studies and LGBTQ Citizenship Research Clusters.

Their areas or research are: 

● Queer and feminist theory
● Disability theory
● Materiality studies
● Critical linguistics
● Cultural politics of race, sexuallity, ability, and immigration
● Paradigms of inter-and transdisciplinarity



 What the book is about 
Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect it came out in 2012. It is one of many 
publications that were produced.Their book investigates the unclear separation between life and death, 
human/animal. Mel stresses how the use of language differentiates the inanimate and animate. 



Structure of the text
Mel begins by explaining the structure of the way English language speakers understand t contextualize 
things.

Construals of Life and Death:

● What has ‘soul’ or life and what is ‘dead’ or holds the lack of ability to be alive or once was alive.
● Western  civilizations don’t continually hold animacy and inanimacy within subjects

 ANIMATE CURRENTS:

● What is the body and what would be the end of life in a considered living object 
● What holds a continual consciousness or not?
● Animacy cannot essentially be pinned down to a set definition.



Structure continued
● In Mels book the word “affect” has no set definition it isn’t contained to a singular body. It is not “captive”. 

How the chapters move 

● The book is organized into three parts, with two chapters each: “Words,” “Animals,” and “Metals
● This part explains and each chapter investigates the way animacy is identified within each context.

Words: 

● This chapter sheds light on the heirical way 6aninacity has impacted the way various people live their lives. 
● “The chapter examines a seemingly excep-tional form of linguistic usage to think through gradations of animacy and 

objectification: the insult, a move of representational injury that implicates language as capable of incurring damage”
● (page 13)



Structure ctd.
● “Chapter 2, “Queer Animation,” then asks: if language helps to coerce certain figures into nonbeing, or to demote on an animacy 

hierarchy, then what are the modes of revival, return, or rejoinder?”(Page 14)
● It analyzes the de animanted and reanimanted linguistic forms of queerness

Animals

● “I locate queerness, in this chapter, in both wrong marriage and improper intimacy. Using performativity as a point of departure for a theoretical 
kinship frequently found between queerness and animality”(page 14)

● In chapter 4,”animals, Sex, and Transubstantiation,” I ask what happens when the matter of gender, race, and sexuality itself shifts, either in our 
diagnostic ontologies or in its own figural actuality. (page 15).

Metals

● “The chapter traces the physical travels (animations) of lead as an industrial by- product, while simultaneously observing lead’s critical role in the 
representa-tion of national security concerns, interests in sovereignty, and racial and bodily integrity in the United States”(page 15)



Structure ctd.
● “Finally, chapter 6, “Following Mercurial Affect,” shifts the book’s perspective from a theoretical examination of animacy to the 

bio-political impact of environmental toxins on human bodies in the context of present-day emergent illnesses”(page 16).

Disciplinary animation, shifting archive / the overall structure of the text
● This section explains within many discourse animacies reorients constructs that people follow. The chapters interanimate with each other in a cohesive 

manner using several points of view to explain and interconnect them. 



Quotes and questions
“debates about the precise status of animals and things, proposed that “soul” could be an animating principle for humans, animals, and 
vegetables, but not “dead” matter such as stone. “(page 4).

Q: What do you consider alive and have ‘soul’ and what do you consider ‘dead’?

“... rejects the idea that there is a fixed assignment of animate values to things-in- the-world that is consistently reflected in our language, 
taking instead the cognitivist approach that the world around us animates according to what we humans make of it.”(page 8).

Q: do you think in other languages/regions/countries/non westernized areas people would see animate and inanimate objects differently than 
westerners? How do you thing their social and cultural  standards impact their view of what is alive or what is death?

“Here I consider in detail a particular political grammar, what linguists call an animacy hierarchy, which conceptually arranges human life, disabled life, 
animal life, plant life, and forms of nonliving material in orders of value and priority.”(page 13).

Q:what are some examples of everyday life following this ‘ animal hierarchy’ in the order of value and priority? Where would you se your life on this scale given the 
world today ?


