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            Nonhuman animals, observes Erica Fudge, “are the limit case…of all our structures of understanding,” and as such they and their relationships with humans are frequently explored, both in imaginative literature and in the emerging field of animal/ity studies, by means of paradoxes, figures of speech that tend to operate at “the conceptual limits of discourse” (Harmon and Holman).  Fudge builds her 2002 study Animal, in fact, around a series of paradoxes.  Animals in modern Western culture, she writes, can be framed at exactly the same moment as like us and unlike us, visible and invisible, real and symbolic, friends and food.  John Berger employed another paradox in his foundational 1980 essay “Why Look at Animals?” to explain the curious relationship in which animals stand vis-à-vis the semiotic systems with which we try to represent them: “What distinguished man from animals was the human capacity for symbolic thought…Yet the first symbols were animals.  What distinguished men from animals was born of their relationship with them.”  

            These observations certainly pertain to one of Faulkner’s most memorable animal characters, the “great blue dog” Lion, introduced in the opening paragraph of “The Bear” via a paradox, as a “mongrel” who is nonetheless “taintless and incorruptible,” and who proceeds to straddle numerous other conceptual boundaries: between the wild and the tame, the storied and the unrepresentable, the technological and the biological, and—as a dog who sleeps with his dog-like master and receives a funeral more elaborate than most people can hope for—between the human and the nonhuman.  As Faulknerians begin to consider the implications that sciences like ethology and interdisciplinary movements such as the “posthumanities” (Cary Wolfe) hold for our understanding of Faulkner’s many nonhuman beings, animalized humans, and mutually transformative human-animal relationships, Lion will undoubtedly become a central figure in our work, not least of all because, as a creature of paradox rather than straightforward metaphor or allegory, he resists the kind of easy symbolic domestication that (as Derrida argued persuasively) has driven and defined humanist philosophy for many centuries.  Lion is much more than a prosthetic or a furry stand-in for a man, a canine embodiment of purely human qualities like courage and indomitability; rather, this taintless mongrel exposes the idea of the “purely human” itself as an unsustainable contradiction in terms, rather than a fruitful paradox.    

            Still, although Faulkner’s depiction of Lion involves a forceful post-Darwinian critique of human exceptionalism, in some key respects this boundary figure—who is explicitly linked to the novel’s other living paradoxes, including Lucas Beauchamp, Sam Fathers, and Old Ben—turns out to be the exception that proves the rule, exposing the limits of Faulkner’s racial imagination, for instance, even as he expands the boundaries of our culture’s “animal imagination.”  Although Faulkner bucks convention in treating Lion’s indeterminate breed status, like Lucas and Sam’s ethnic hybridity, as a potential source of strength rather than a de facto form of corruption, the dog’s uniquely mixed bloodline must ultimately, by virtue of its very uniqueness, die with him.  He is thus a fascinating example of what Edouard Glissant has termed Faulkner’s “refusal of Creolization,” the author’s inability to envision a viable future defined by interethnic (and perhaps even interspecies) transformations—or, if you like, to imagine a world in which a “mixed” individual is no longer considered paradoxical.  In this capacity, however, Lion is still useful, insofar as he helps us avoid anachronistic readings as we engage in the important task of determining where the posthuman begins, and ends, in Faulkner.  By the same token, I argue, Lion’s imperfections as an avatar of the posthuman productively highlight some of the limitations involved in using paradoxes to account for the tremendously complicated cultures and histories in which we humans, together with our nonhuman companions and neighbors, are all entangled.                  

