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 Abstract: 

The world of literature essentially centres
an anthropocentric language. As Nietzsche points out in his essay ‘On Truth and Lie
moral Sense’, the human idea of truth is flawed and limited because it only extends to human 
relations established through the use of language. Truth becomes an obscure idea clouded by “a 
mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphism” (Nietzsche,3). The rise of 
Posthumanism questions this position of human at the centre of the universe and seek
the ‘Homo sapiens from any particularly privileged position in relation to matters of meaning, 
information and cognition’ (Wolfe, “

Virginia Woolf’s Flush: A Biography
cocker spaniel narrated by an omniscient narrator, moves out of the comfortable linguistic world of 
metaphors and idioms, and tries to locate an alternate world of sense and sensibility. This paper tries 
to enquire that by writing the biography of
language to non-humans or it is an effort to include non
of language because the linguistic barrier can hardly be overcome. I argue that the world of literature 
still remains human-centric, only the perceiving eyes become that of an outsider. The paper aims to 
look at Woolf’s Flush: A Biography from a posthumanist theoretical approach, trying to investigate the 
postanthropocentric ethic of representing the animal ‘
our posthumanist, nonanthropocentric approach, whether it is possible to do away with our innate 
humanism, especially in terms of language.
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The world of literature is essentially anthropomorphic because it is constructed on the platform of an 
anthropocentric language. As Nietzsche points out in his essay ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-moral 
Sense’, human idea of truth is flawed and limited because it only extends to human relations 
established through the use of language over a period of time. Therefore, when we are extending 
language to explain animal activities we are actually using human consciousness to create a sense of 
what lies beyond our scope of understanding. And since animals cannot access this tool of language, 
our assumptions grow into unchallenged truth. Humanist tradition dictates the world to be seen from 
a fundamentally human perspective leading to representation of animals in, predominantly, Western 
literature as metaphorical, allegorical or symbolic tropes to explore the anthropocentric themes from 
an apparently removed perspective. The basis of every marginalization, from race to gender to 
sexuality, origins from an exclusive normative subjectivity which endorses one universal definition of 
the subject that occupies the centre. It was, in fact, the dehumanization of the human ‘other’ to animal 
‘other’ which made it morally permissible and ethically imperative to oppress and dominate them. 
The factor at work here is the idea that as a human, as a being of intellectual and rational superiority, 
one can torture and subjugate animal without any moral repercussions.  

The rise of Posthumanism questions this position of human at the centre of the universe and 
seeks to dethrone the ‘Homo sapiens from any particularly privileged position in relation to matters 
of meaning, information and cognition’ (Wolfe,“What is Posthumanism?”, xii). This led to the 
emergence of an inter-disciplinary field of ‘animal studies’ which can ‘be addressed adequately only 
if we confront them on not just one level but two: not just the level of content, thematics, and the 
object of knowledge (the “animal” studied byanimal studies) but also the level of theoretical and 
methodological approach (how ‘animal studies’ studies “the animal”) (Wolfe, “What is 
Posthumanism?”, 99).Ironically, unlike other similar movements, the advocates of ‘animal studies’ 
were human. The pressing question of the animal, generated in the contemporary society, stems from 
the humanist need to extend its knowledge to the realm of unknown.  

Derrida and Baudrillard argue that the act of representing animals in fiction ‘necessarily leads 
to the erasure of animal subjectivity’ (Cadman, 165) because to use Derrida’s words, “…what we have 
here is an existence that refuses to be conceptualized” (Cadman, 164). Yet to completely obliterate 
their existence from fiction would be equally, if not more, problematic. However, some critics argue 
that literature cannot move from an imaginary to an accurate objective portrayal and representing 
animal characters ‘calls for a process of imagining, language craft and political awareness equivalent 
to that involved in the creation of a convincing human character’ (Cadman, 165). At the same time, it 
is also necessary to note that even the most informed perspective comes from an anthropocentric 
understanding and causes an erasure of the experiential reality of the animals which can never be 
translated into the human language. This raises the question, ‘how can or should or do 
anthropologists speak for nonhuman others?’ (DiNovelli-Lang, 142). 

“By thinking of an animal, we construct it within our consciousness and therefore what is 
reflected back to us is our own existence” (Ittner, 183).Our perceptions on animals are based, 
therefore, on an analogous link between the human and animal world and mostly on imaginative 
inferences. Hence, as Marian Scholtmeijer writes, “As soon as language begins to articulate the vital 
inner experience of animals, the suspicion arises that culture is learning more about itself than about 
animals per se” (89).Yet, the humanization of domesticated animals creates a binary between the wild 
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 and tame animals. Most contemporary critics argue that a pet animal cannot, at all, be considered an 
animal “but a creature made by humans to confirm an image of ourselves we want to see…” (Weil, 
53). Real “animals” lie opposite of pets in their demonic multiplicity and their power to be wild and 
deindividuated- the powers, of which, pets have been stripped. John Berger, in his seminal article 
“Why Look at Animals” explains that pet keeping forces animals into a human setting which 
‘deanimalizes’ them and eventually moulds them to resemble their owners. The question that arises is 
that, does that make writing pet animals simpler, now that they have already been stripped of their 
‘animality’? Or do they continue to elude the human writer because of their inaccessibility to the 
human language despite their humanization? 

Woolf’s Flush offers a domestic tale from the canine’s point of view, casting a critical eye on the 
structures of domestication and drawing a picture of the Victorian society. The pet dog of poetess 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the eponymous hero of the novel becomes the eyes through which the 
Victorian society is seen, understood and analyzed. Woolf has, perhaps, drawn inspiration from her 
own cocker-spaniel, Pinka, to reflect on the canine subjectivity. Flush began his life from a country 
farm at “Three miles cross’ where he lacked the elite privileges of having “rainproof kennels, cement 
walks, a maid or boy attached to his person,” (Woolf, 7) but he had the freedom of running around in 
the fields, chasing rabbits and enjoying the smell of the earth to his heart’s content. Life changed 
when he was handed over to a friend of his mistress, “England’s foremost poetess, the brilliant, the 
doomed, the adored Elizabeth Barrett herself” (Woolf, 9). This transition of household, from a dull 
cottage to a neatly furnished room, from open fields and chasing hares to the heart of civilization- 
almost summarizes the domestication of animals and shutting the door of freedom to their face. 

Flush: A biography is dismissed by most influential critics as a “trivial potboiler” and Woolf’s 
diary entry calling this novel a “silly book” is cited by most to substantiate their negligence to the 
work. Due to this perspective towards the novel, what goes unnoticed is the serious engagement of 
the text with the socio-political context of not only the Victorian period, but also of the early 1930s 
London- the time of the text’s composition. “In Flush, Woolf explores the politics of relegation and 
hierarchy, linking systems of value along literary (canonical and generic), class, gender, species and 
racial lines” (Snaith, 615).That Flush was relegated to the margins of ‘highbrow’ literature is ironic 
especially keeping in mind Woolf’s in-depth sarcasm against hierarchy and social ranking system in 
the very work. By alluding to Flush’s ancestry and establishing a lineage worthy of praise and pride, 
Woolf mocks the social hierarchy of Victorian England not only by placing it against the distinctness 
of rank in the dog world, but by dehumanizing the entire ranking system and attributing it to the 
animal world. Woolf treated Flush not merely as a dog but a reflection of the Victorian England 
where even dogs are “strictly divided into different classes” (Woolf, 15). Flush’s realization of this 
divide between “chained” dogs and the unchained ones is recognition and acceptance of the class 
system, “dogs are not equal, but different” (Woolf, 15). And this divide between dogs wasn’t merely 
on their difference in the dog world but how they were hierarchized in the human world, depending 
on their value of ownership. This entailed from the domestication and more importantly 
commodification of dogs in England. Kathleen Kete writes of the ways in which pet-keeping in 
nineteenth-century Paris, “mirrored and mimicked bourgeois culture” in her book The Beast in the 
Boudoir (95). The infantilization (or rather, feminization) of pet dogs facilitated the larger process of 
objectification of animals. Yet, Flush is not only conscious of these human conferred ranks on dogs, 
but he performs his social position; he is proud of his collar and the ‘purple jar’ he drinks from as they 
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are symbols of his aristocracy. He was ‘trained’ to fit his rank; to be domesticated into the Barrett 
household he had to “resign, to control, to suppress the most violent instincts of his nature” (Woolf, 
16). Such humanization of dogs was the order of the day and Woolf’s portrayal is laced with irony.  

By writing the biography of a dog is Woolf trying to extend the world of language to non-
humans or is it an effort to include non-humans within the anthropomorphic frame of language? The 
world of literature still remains human-centric, only perceiving eyes become that of an outsider. This 
becomes, indeed, more critical as being humans it is difficult and almost impossible to alienate oneself 
from one’s human ties and assume the role of an onlooker. Instead, what happens is that an insider’s 
view is imposed on the ‘Other’ and the distance desired to achieve through the lens of animal 
perspective, becomes delusional. Here, Jutta Ittner asks a pertinent question, “Are these fictional 
representations of the animal mind just harmless testimonies to the curiosities and playfulness that 
the animal’s Otherness invoke in us?” (182) Perhaps, it is more serious than mere playful curiosity; it 
stems from a humanistic tendency to know all the secrets of Nature and thereby gain the power to 
dominate. However, Woolf’s Flush doesn’t try to establish the canine behaviour in human terms but 
uses human sensitivity to speculate the dog’s consciousness. Yet, it can never transcend from the level 
of speculation to empathy because, as Thomas Nagel says, “We cannot form more than a schematic 
conception of what it is like” (439). We are restricted by the resources of our mind which are 
inadequate to understand what it is like for a dog to be a dog. One can only use their imaginative 
faculties, aided by physiological knowledge, to conjecture what they would feel if they were a dog. 
Therefore, the subjective disposition is still that of the author, to some extent the mistress, but hardly 
ever the canine’s.  

Despite his extreme effort to conform to the characteristics of his social position, Flush’s 
suppressed wildness of spirit returns to him in dreams and in moments of highest emotional turmoil. 
“This inward survival of the primitive is contrasted with the parallel urge to, as it were, climb the 
evolutionary ladder, to become human” (Wylie, 119). Woolf’s use of forest analogies in moments of 
reflection in Flush, hints at a more morbid reality, Flush is an aristocrat in the dog world but is 
nonetheless suppressed to fit into the civilized world of humans.“Pethood signals the animal’s moral 
failing, an inability to channel those “intensities” and “affect” of internal movement” (Weil, 54). The 
dominance in pet-keeping often becomes ambiguous because of the affection and care associated with 
it. Pets are not looked at as victims; the flow of power becomes somewhat obscure. This 
domestication of animals takes on “negative associations of effeminacy and the loss or weakening of 
natural strength” (Weil, 56). The domestic animals are pitted against the wild in a binary opposition 
of the enslaved to the free.   

In this context, pet dogs become the metaphor of all the marginalized sections of the society in 
terms of race, class, gender or sexuality. The parallel, with the condition of 19th century aristocratic 
women, like Barrett Browning herself, is hard to miss. “To date, attempts to explicate this text have 
approached it as a feminist allegory of the subjugation of women in Victorian England” (Smith, 349). 
Kept under strict control by her father, life of Miss Barrett and consequently her cocker spaniel was 
restricted to one room with infrequent visits to the local park. However, by choosing Flush as the lens 
of the novel, Woolf actually wishes to give voice to the voiceless section of the society. Flush becomes, 
then, not only the biography of a voiceless animal, unable to express itself, but of that section of the 
society who are denied voice in the sacrosanct space of literature. Woolf’s novel stands in for, in 
Pamela Caughie’s words, not “stand in for the lives of women we (propertied middle- and upper- 
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class women) know; rather, Flush may stand as a testimony to the lives that have never been 
narrated, the inscrutable and therefore unrepresentable, the discarded and therefore wasted” (61). 
Flush becomes the metaphor of the working-class women, here Wilson, the doubly marginalized 
working-class woman. Woolf, therefore, complicates power relation in an apparently simplistic 
equation by bringing up unheard voices of Flush and Wilson and actually putting them on the same 
platform of oppression.  

Such readings, however, evoke the premise of humanism where the only purpose served by 
animals in literature is allegorical, symbolic or metaphorical at best. “To put it bluntly, just because 
we are study nonhuman animal does not mean we are not continuing to be humanist” (Wolfe, 
‘Human All Too Human ‘Animal Studies’ and the Humanities’, 568). The problem with writing the animal 
is that there is no first-hand narrative of their lived experience of marginalization, it is, rather it has to, 
come from among the oppressors. Our understanding of animals has been limited to biology only, 
which makes it impossible for any author not to impose an essentially humanized outlook onto the 
‘other’. Therefore, even when Woolf tries to delve into the consciousness of Flush, she being a 
‘human’ while also catering to ‘human’ readers attributes human consciousness onto the nonhuman 
animal.   

Flush is still perceived as the story of Browning’s courtship with Barrett through the eyes of the 
cocker spaniel. It is indeed true, for much of Flush is about the animal’s account of Barrett’s meetings 
with her future husband of which he was the “sole witness”. However, Woolf’s aim did not lie in a 
third person’s account of the conjugation of two pivotal poetic minds of the time- she was actually 
interested in exploring the canine’s individual subjectivity. Moving out of the comfortable linguistic 
world of metaphors and idioms, the third person narrator in Flush, tries to locate an alternate world of 
sense and sensibility. Flush’s first acquaintance with Barrett’s house was through the smell of 
delectable food items in an almost onomatopoeic way, “joints roasting, of fowls basting, of 
soupssimmering” (Woolf, 10). Quentin Bell observes that Woolf had attempted to, “describe Wimpole 
Street, Whitechapel and Italy from a dog’s point of view, to create a canine world of smells, fidelities 
and lust” (175). Flush’s sensory perception of the world around him, his overtly perceptive olfactory 
and tactile sensations not only distinguish but alienates his experiences from the human ideas. Woolf, 
with her extremely fertile imaginative powers, tries to capture the spirit of animal sensitivity within 
the linguistic structure:  

He smelt the swooning smells that lie in the gutters; the bitter smells that corrode iron railings; the 
fuming, heady smells that rise from basements- smells more complex, corrupt, violently contrasted and 
compounded than any he had smelt in the fields near Reading; smells that lay far beyond the range of the 
human nose. (Woolf, 13)  

However, Woolf could not, with all her effort, rise above her literary intention and build a canine 
world of subjectivity in her novel. Her account of the first meeting of Barrett Browning and Flush is 
pregnant with anthropomorphic ideas. Flush’s pain at being deserted by his mistress, his trauma of 
abandonment and his acceptance of his new turn of fate happens in a lightning succession, without 
delving deep into the contradictory feelings Flush must have endured at that time. In order to 
establish the relation between Elizabeth and Flush as an immediate connection based on “an act of 
mutual recognition of sameness” (Ittner, 185), Woolf ignores the sense of loss that Flush must have 
been undergoing on being stranded by Miss Mitford. How did Flush adapt to a life of confinement 
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and captivity, to a life within four walls, to a life of chain and collar? More importantly, why did he 
allow himself to be domesticated so easily for the sake of someone he hasn’t even known properly? 
Was the connection at all mutual or is it another of the author’s guesses? Perhaps, it was fear of a new 
environment, of newer oppressive strategies that hindered him from shouting off his disapproval, but 
we’d never know. Also, Flush’s interactions with other members of his species are never analyzed by 
the narrator let alone problematized, as much as his relations within the human world are. Flush is 
free of individual attachment in dealing with other dogs, he doesn’t bond with other dogs; his 
allegiance remains exclusive to his mistress, or to the human world in general. Though Flush’s animal 
world is never completely done away with, it is certainly dismissed as something insignificant and 
petty against his complex relation with the human companions. Couched in heavy metaphors and 
euphemism, Woolf narrates Flush’s first sexual encounter, “Love blazed her torch in his eyes; he 
heard the hunting horns of Venus” (Woolf, 8). Even in Italy, where Flush is free to move about 
without assistance from the human world or the protection of the chain, Woolf hardly emphasizes on 
his adventures but merely touches upon noteworthy events with minor details.   

The novel is built on the premise that Flush, being a cocker spaniel, is extremely sensitive to 
human emotions. Not only is he capable of identifying the human sentiments, but he feels in terms of 
them. Flush’s jealousy towards Mr. Browning germinates from his attachment to Miss Barrett and 
possessiveness towards her. Victorian England was moving away from the ‘cartesean divide’ between 
man and animal, which dismissed the idea of animals having a distinct consciousness. Flush’s 
extremely poignant account of fear of losing his mistress again and his violent act stemming from his 
insecurity prove how his mind functions in the exact same way as ours. Woolf’s account of the 
dognapping is charged with a sensitivity which leaps from the dog’s consciousness to the human’s. 
His bewilderment in the dark chamber, being frightened to the bones of not being rescued ever is 
paralleled to Miss Barrett’s longing for her only companion. While on one hand, Flush braves his 
thirst and hunger in the hope of seeing his mistress again, Miss Barrett braves her impairment and 
captivity to free Flush from the clutches of the money-hungry ruffians. Interesting to note here is 
Woolf’s use of beast imagery to denote the dognappers, while Flush retains his elitism even in such a 
filthy place. That social hierarchy between humans prevails over the hierarchy between man and dog 
is explicated in a very ironic sense. Towards the end, it is Flush’s sensitivity which makes the readers 
realize about the growing distance between Elizabeth and her beloved cocker spaniel. In a dream like 
consciousness, which marks the end of Flush’s life, he revisits every phase of his life that has played 
an important role in shaping his subjective world of human sensibilities. Dogs do dream, that has 
been proven by many scientists, but the content of their dreams, like their consciousness, is exclusive 
to their understanding alone. Therefore, despite building on a character whose existence is confirmed 
by history, Woolf’s biography remains a ‘fiction’.   

Therefore, it is crucial to note that the novel investigates the animal consciousness only in its 
interaction and relation with its masters (that is, the human). This idea of domestication of non-
human animals, of toning a wild spirit to fit into the civilized structure is extremely anthropocentric, 
at the same time a reality which cannot be ignored. The humanization of Flush is a prerequisite before 
admitting him in the world of literature, and once he is explained in terms of language, he is 
essentially humanized. Human beings can attempt to understand each other’s subjectivity through 
the means of language, a tool not available to non-human animal- “She spoke. He was dumb.” 
(Woolf, 13).   
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The human cannot be removed from the centre as long as its language is used to talk about the 
nonhuman animals. The narrative onus lies on the human and thereby the animal is written by the 
oppressor in the oppressor’s language. The absence of language in case of animals denies them the 
unique subjectivity and reduces them to “a universe of more or less automated "reactions" (touse the 
Cartesian formulation), a set of preprogrammed and instinctive routines and subroutines, so that they 
are really more like machines than people, more like objects than subjects” (Wolfe, Zoontologies, The 
Question of the Animals, xvi). Yet, it is by ‘studying’ the animal that one can destabilize and question 
the idea of what it is to be human. Thus, by implying the animal-human binary and, in turn, imposing 
an anthropomorphic subjectivity onto the nonhuman animal, Woolf is problematizes the language. 
But in our communication with the animal we form a shared vocabulary which can be used to grasp 
the complexity of the animal subjectivity. Animal studies, while challenging the hubris of humanism 
and anthropomorphism, calls us to understand human subjectivity in its interaction with the 
nonhuman animals. Therefore, it is not surprising that even in her attempt to analyze the animal, 
Woolf also succumbs to the pitfalls of objectification of the animal by looking at it as the ‘other’. To 
reassert Thomas Nagel, we might try to understand what it would feel for us to be a bat (here, dog) 
but we would never be able to know what it is for a bat (or dog) to be a bat (dog).  
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