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Each of the six parts and the prologue of Karen Joy Fowler's novel 
We Are All Completely beside Ourselves is prefaced by a quotation 
from Franz Kafka's "A Report to an Academy." To gain access to what 
is at stake in Fowler's text, I will begin by recalling the main lines of 
Kafka's story.1 At first glance, "Report" offers a series of seemingly 
mundane reflections on the process of becoming human. One of the 
great novelties of the story, of course, and what renders the reflec-
tions far from commonplace is that they are delivered to a human 
audience by an ape named Rotpeter, who was shot and captured on 
the Gold Coast of Africa and then shipped to Europe. Transported in 
a tiny and suffocating cage on a steamer, Rotpeter relates his intense 
feeling of being trapped, without a way out (ohne Ausweg); he de-
duces (less through cognitive machinations and more through the 
bodily logic of his ape belly, he tells us) that the only way out of his 
situation is to become human. After successfully becoming human 
(and achieving "the cultural level of an average European" [258]), 
Rotpeter is asked by the Academy to give a report about his former 
life as an ape. But, as he notes at the outset of his talk, in the process 
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of becoming human his former existence as an ape has been closed 
off to him (although, he notes, apedom still tickles at his feet and 
at the feet of all other human beings). So, he speaks instead to this 
process of becoming human and the general attitude he holds toward 
his current state. Despite the seemingly insuperable abyss between 
the ape and human worlds, Rotpeter says he finds human behavior 
surprisingly easy to imitate. He learns to spit, smoke a pipe, and 
(despite some initial aversion) drink brandy. These facile mimicking 
behaviors are then followed up by painful and prolonged training in 
the subtler aspects of being human. Finally, on a particular occasion, 
Rotpeter is offered full admission into the human community. In front 
of a group of spectators, Rotpeter opens a brandy bottle in proper 
human fashion and promptly empties it down his throat. Casting the 
bottle aside with artistic flair, and feeling a strong urge well up inside 
him, he cries out "a brief and unmistakable 'Hallo!'" Through this act, 
he says, he breaks into "human speech, and with this outburst broke 
into the human community, and felt its echo: 'Listen. He's talking!' 
like a caress over the whole of my sweat-drenched body" (257).

While some readers might be tempted to see this process of 
becoming human as a kind of progress or accomplishment, Rotpeter 
does not characterize his transformed state in such terms. Instead, he 
tells us that he did not imitate human beings because they appealed 
to him; it was rather that becoming human seemed to him to be the 
only way out, the only way out of his cage, out of confinement, and 
out of the zoo that would have otherwise been his fate were he to 
remain an ape. When Rotpeter's transformation is viewed from this 
alternative perspective, it is difficult not to feel a certain shame at 
being human, shame at the violence and exclusions (both of human 
animality and of the lives of other animals) requisite for inclusion 
in the boundaries of the human community. Likewise, it is difficult 
not to be struck by how far short dominant human languages and 
institutions fall in doing justice to the richness of animals and their 
worlds, as if full inclusion in human culture and language entails 
forcibly cutting oneself off from nonhuman forms of life and other-
than-human languages. 

In view of this shame and these shortcomings, we might read 
Kafka's "Report" as a challenge to its readers to rethink the limita-
tions of human language as well as the structures and processes 
through which becoming human takes place in view of their effects 
on both animals and human beings. I suggest in what follows that 
Fowler's We Are All Completely beside Ourselves can be read as one 
possible and provisional response to Kafka's challenge. Like Kafka's 
"Report," Fowler's novel provides a series of reflections on the process 
of becoming human. In the case of Fowler's novel, though, the chief 
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protagonist is a female human being, Rosemary, who was raised with 
a cross-fostered female chimpanzee, Fern.2 Much as with Rotpeter, 
Rosemary's path to becoming human is filled with the unpleasant 
consequences of someone who has boundary issues (in multiple 
senses) and whose limitrophe existence calls into question clear divi-
sions between human and animal. Ultimately, though, I shall suggest 
that Rosemary's narrative offers us important guideposts on the path 
toward rethinking what else human–animal relations might become 
and what it might mean to constitute a form of life that does justice 
to the rich and complicated nature of animal worlds.

Language and the Anthropological Difference

Fowler's novel appears at a time when animal studies has funda-
mentally questioned standard ideas about the human/animal distinc-
tion and what, if anything, should constitute that divide. The capacity 
for language has, of course, long served as the definitive marker of 
human specificity and uniqueness, especially in the so-called West-
ern metaphysical tradition. As we shall see, Fowler's novel—in line 
with much of the work done in critical animal studies—challenges 
the reader to rethink this supposedly unique human capacity for 
language and all of the markers of propriety attached to that capac-
ity. In particular, Rosemary's remarks on human language suggest 
that using human language as the measure of human propriety and 
exceptionalism encourages human beings to miss all of the various 
capacities and possibilities that animals have and that, by contrast, 
human beings might lack. Moreover, Rosemary insists (like Rotpeter) 
that in placing an exaggerated value on the disclosive capacity of 
language, we underestimate how much language fails to measure 
up to the richness and difficulty of reality.

If we glance back at the main intellectual signposts concern-
ing human linguistic capacity in the Western metaphysical tradition, 
we find that Aristotle's founding ontological claim that animals pos-
sess only phon̄e and lack logos has been repeated in various forms 
throughout that tradition. René Descartes, for example, argues that 
animals lack ratio and the ability to respond in novel and creative 
ways to stimuli, while Martin Heidegger explains that a supposed 
lack of animal logos indicates a more fundamental lack of relational 
ek-sistence that is unique to human Dasein. Although these standard 
ways of sharply demarcating human beings from animals look increas-
ingly questionable from the viewpoint of much of the contemporary 
work being done in evolutionary biology and critical animal studies, 
this kind of search for and insistence on a sharp anthropological 
difference still dominates large swaths of the humanities and social 
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sciences.3 Rosemary grows up in an intellectual and institutional 
environment that is dominated by a search for the anthropological 
difference and the metaphysical assumptions and dogmas that ground 
such a project. Rosemary's father, whose research project brings 
Rosemary and Fern together, belongs squarely within this traditional 
metaphysical and anthropological orbit, insisting as he does that Fern 
and all other animals can only communicate with each other but do 
not have a language of their own. What her father is studying with 
his cross-fostering experiment, then, is not whether Fern has her 
own language but only whether Fern is capable of learning to use a 
borrowed language, namely, human language.

To date, great ape language studies have been somewhat disap-
pointing for pro-animal theorists and activists who had hoped to prove 
that these animals might have the same facility for human language 
that many human beings do. Nevertheless, we have learned in recent 
years that animals' capacities for communication and their capacities 
for their own languages are far more advanced and complicated than 
many earlier scientists and philosophers might have imagined. As 
such, seeking to locate the anthropological difference in the domain 
of language per se (and not just in the domain of animals' ability to 
learn human language) looks like an increasingly desperate gesture—
which is not, of course, to suggest that that there are not numerous 
theorists and scientists who remain attached to just such a reaction-
ary desire.One response to this kind of boundary-guarding work is 
to continue trying to demonstrate that (at least some) animals do in 
fact have language in the more robust, recursive sense. The hope is 
that if such a fact is established, then we can begin to see the differ-
ences between human beings and animals as being (to follow basic 
Darwinian premises) more a matter of differences in degree than 
differences in kind. And, indeed, this kind of work centered on animal 
language is still being carried out today as a kind of counterbalance 
to those theorists and scientists who seek to establish and maintain 
a sharp anthropological difference.4

But there is another, more Nietzschean, response one might 
have to these kinds of desires for establishing human propriety and 
superiority and to the demands currently being placed on animals to 
demonstrate their humanity. Rather than trying to establish human 
uniqueness in terms of an animal deficit or lack, one could instead 
see much of what is often portrayed as uniquely human (which is to 
say, language and its associated, emergent practices such as tech-
nology, cultural learning, and so on) as indicative of an attempt to 
compensate for certain deficits and shortcomings characteristic of the 
human condition.5 From this kind of reverse-Promethean perspective, 
the exaggerated ability for language and sociality would correspond 
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to an exaggerated need for those adaptive strategies inasmuch as 
human beings lack other fundamental traits that might have made 
a less language-centered existence viable. 

To arrive at this kind of position, we would have to set aside 
the dominant scientific and cultural practice of using the human-
as-measure for animals and adopt a more animal-centric approach. 
Under Fowler's pen, Rosemary starts from the latter perspective, 
seeing her ability to learn and use numerous words as the only ca-
pacity that she has that Fern doesn't have. Conversely, the abilities 
that Fern has that Rosemary lacks are legion:

The things I can do that Fern can't are a molehill compared 
to the mountain of things she can do that I can't. I'm con-
siderably bigger, which should count for something, but 
she's considerably stronger. The only thing I do better is 
talk, and it's not clear to me that this is a good trade-off, 
that I wouldn't swap it instantly for being able to scamper 
up the banister or stretch like a panther along the top edge 
of the pantry door. (82)

It becomes clear throughout the course of the novel that Rosemary's 
excessive talkativeness derives from the attention she receives as an 
object of her father and his graduate students' study; it is through 
talking that Rosemary gains recognition from other human beings and 
secures her distinction from Fern (who in many ways, as Rosemary 
openly admits, is more remarkable than she). Rosemary's father and 
his students are the recorders and guardians of this linguistic marker 
of human propriety, and they show no interest in scientifically tracking 
the capacities that Fern has that Rosemary might lack. Conversely, 
an attempt by a graduate student to uncover prelinguistic modes 
of communication and relation that might occur between Fern and 
Rosemary is dismissed by Rosemary's father as being "unscientific" 
and "whimsical" (98). At bottom, Fern's unique capacities, as well as 
the myriad alternative modes of relation that unfold between Fern and 
Rosemary that take place before and beyond discursive language, sim-
ply do not show up on the radar of the dominant scientific discourse.

There is another, more subtle way in which the capacity for 
language should be understood neither as a simple marker of hu-
man/animal difference nor as a sign of human superiority, a way 
that is underscored by both Kafka's Rotpeter and Fowler's Rosemary. 
Inasmuch as language is understood as constituting the unique and 
essential locus for relating to things as such, and for allowing things 
to come to presence for conscious thought and action, human beings 
run the risk of losing their linguistic mark of propriety if language 
also turns out to have a dissimulating function. Along these lines, 
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Rotpeter has little faith that human language can capture reality 
in any precise manner, especially his prehuman, apelike feelings, 
feelings that he says human words can only "misrepresent" (Kafka 
253). Rosemary expresses similar skeptical doubts about the dis-
closive nature of human language, suggesting that language ends 
up replacing rather than capturing presence. When reflecting on the 
difficulties of remembering and telling the story of her childhood, she 
notes that "Language does this to our memories—simplifies, solidi-
fies, codifies, mummifies. An oft-told story is like a photograph in 
a family album; eventually, it replaces the moment it was meant to 
capture" (48). Likewise, when trying to relate the details of a specific 
event from her childhood, Rosemary complains: "Language is such 
an imprecise vehicle I sometimes wonder why we bother with it" 
(85). By contrast, Rosemary's family seems to believe deeply in the 
disclosive nature of language, remaining taciturn about the events 
surrounding Fern's removal and relocation, as if linguistic silence 
will prevent these events and their associated emotions from com-
ing to presence. But if we accept that human language has a limited 
disclosive capacity and that it has a dissimulating tendency as well, 
then human beings find themselves placed back alongside animals 
in a complicated, mediated (and what, following Jacques Derrida, we 
could call a différantial) relation to reality in which human language 
has no clear or privileged access to truth. Rather than marking hu-
man propriety, language would simply be one among many different 
mediated relationships with reality that structure life, both human 
and nonhuman, at all levels.

Indistinction and Radical Alterity

I imagine that for some readers this critical displacement of 
the linguistic difference separating humans from animals is rather 
unsatisfying. One might object that despite the foregoing consider-
ations, there is in fact an empirical and scientific question about what 
distinguishes human beings from animals and that Fowler's novel has 
elided this question. However, if we do approach this question head 
on (and, I would suggest that the novel read at a performative level 
is actually forcing the reader to do just that), it is not at all clear 
that any such distinction can be maintained on empirical grounds. 
The notion that we will uncover a trait (or even a cluster of traits) 
that is exclusively and universally distributed among all members of 
the human "species" is highly contentious on both ontological and 
biological grounds. And even if such a distinguishing marker for hu-
man beings were uncovered, as David Hull reminds us, this would 
not denote some static or timeless "human nature," but would in-
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stead be indicative of a "temporary, contingent, and relatively rare" 
state of affairs (11). There is no reason to believe that evolution has 
produced in the case of human beings and their ontological relations 
with other animals the kinds of neat and clean distinctions that we 
have traditionally expected to find there. 

Ultimately, though, the question of the linguistic difference 
and of what separates human beings from animals derives from and 
circulates among domains well beyond the boundaries of scientific 
inquiry. This question is caught up in profound ways with specific ways 
of thinking, sets of practices, and forms of life (in the Wittgensteinian 
sense of the term)—which is to say, the issue of what if anything 
constitutes the human/animal distinction is perhaps best understood 
as being ideological in nature. Concerns about "what makes us us" 
are most often not neutral questions about mind-independent states 
of affairs; they are, rather, forms of navel-gazing, human narcissism, 
and anthropocentrism that function both to establish and protect 
a deeply unjust and hierarchical established order that allows for 
the unchecked exploitation of animals and other nonhuman beings. 
And when those ideological coordinates are called into question, the 
injustice of the established order is brought to the fore in powerful 
and sometimes painful ways.

Fowler helps us to think through the ideological nature of the 
human/animal distinction in a rather unique manner by demonstrat-
ing how this distinction is introduced and maintained differentially 
for Rosemary and Fern. Given that Rosemary and Fern are raised 
from birth as siblings and in constant contact, they are perhaps 
destined to have boundary issues of various sorts. With regard to 
Fern, regardless of how she might have identified herself prior to 
her removal from the Cookes' home (we are told that Fern tends to 
see herself as a human being rather than a chimp), once she enters 
the world of the research laboratory she is taught which side of the 
distinction she belongs to with brute force: she is literally caged by 
her human handlers, prodded and controlled by tasers, and placed 
violently within a hierarchy with other primates—all in the name of 
becoming an object of research. 

Rosemary's education in these matters happens in a more 
subtle but also more sustained manner. At a young age, Rosemary's 
Christian neighbor who knows something of the cross-fostering situ-
ation at the Cookes' tells her: "You just remember you were the one 
made in God's image. You hold tight to that and it'll carry you through 
the storm" (67). Rosemary's kindergarten classmates, however, can 
sense that she is a "counterfeit human" and, in an effort to police 
that human boundary, refer to her as "monkey girl." When she cor-
rects them about their usage of ape/monkey nomenclature and tells 
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them that apes and monkeys are different and that human beings are 
also apes, the students nevertheless "refused to believe they were 
apes themselves. Their parents assured them they weren't. I was 
told that a whole Sunday school class had been devoted to rebutting 
me" (102). Rosemary is also plagued throughout her life with an oc-
casional inability properly to hide her "chimp-like qualities." She has 
a tendency to want to touch and grab things in "inappropriate" ways, 
a tendency that stems from her being raised in constant contact with 
Fern. In one of her college classes, Rosemary feels an overwhelming 
need to touch the braided hair of a female student in front of her and 
is reprimanded for not minding her space when she does so: "She'd 
turned around: 'My head doesn't belong to you,' she'd said icily, leav-
ing me stuttering an apology, horrified at the way my chimp nature 
still popped out when I wasn't paying attention" (221). Rosemary also 
has a tendency to crowd others. In a drunken state while at a college 
bar with her friend's boyfriend, Reg, she finds herself attracted to him 
and unconsciously moves in close to his body. Reg responds to this 
gesture by saying, "'You're standing a little close. . . . Has anyone 
ever told you that you kind of crowd people? Get in their personal 
space?'" (169). This rebuke from Reg gets deeply under Rosemary's 
skin and seems to recall her to the ways in which norms concerning 
touching, personal space, and other such behaviors function to po-
lice the boundaries of human propriety. With her "monkey-girl" self 
once again unwittingly exposed and subjected to shame, Rosemary 
responds to Reg: "It's really easy to persuade people to be hateful.  
. . . You can train any animal into any behavior on cue if it's a natural 
behavior to begin with. Racism, sexism, speciesism—all natural hu-
man behaviors. They can be triggered any time by any unscrupulous 
yahoo with a pulpit. A child could do it" (169). 

Over time, though, Rosemary becomes generally successful at 
being human, or at least at being recognized and marked as such. 
Similar to Rotpeter, she learns a number of tricks and behaviors that 
allow her to subdue her "chimp nature" and pass in public as fully 
human. This is a physically and psychologically painful process of do-
mestication and humanization, one that forces Rosemary to go against 
some of her most powerful urges, habits, and desires. In describing 
this process of learning to become human, Rotpeter speaks of the 
pain involved as a kind of laceration of the self and body that one 
must undergo: "And so I learned things, gentlemen. Ah, one learns 
when one has to; one learns when one needs a way out; one learns 
at all costs. One stands over oneself with a whip; one flays oneself 
at the slightest opposition. My ape nature fled out of me . . ." (258).6 
Rosemary's mother aids Rosmary in the humanization process prior 
to her entering school. She has to work diligently on several things 
in order to keep her ape nature in check:
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 Standing up straight.

 Keeping my hands still when I talked.

 Not putting my fingers into anyone else's mouth or 
hair.

 Not biting anyone, ever. No matter how much the 
situation warranted it.

 Muting my excitement over tasty food, and not star-
ing fixedly at someone else's cupcake.

 Not jumping on the tables and desks when I was 
playing.

 I remembered these things, most of the time. But 
where you succeed will never matter so much as where 
you fail. (102)

That Rosemary has to go through this process of normalization, 
humanization, and domestication speaks to the fact that making a 
clear distinction between human beings and animals is less a mat-
ter of denotation and more a matter of performativity. The deep 
anxieties and widespread practices of power that circulate around 
this distinction betray the reality that the distinction itself has al-
ways already been and is continuously being called into question, 
that human beings and animals exist alongside each other in ways 
that render fundamentally questionable any such efforts at making 
clean distinctions. That we continue to search for such distinctions, 
all the while overlooking the actual and potential overlappings and 
relations that exist between human beings and animals betrays a 
kind of "anthropodenial" on the part of the dominant culture. Frans 
de Waal defines anthropodenial as the "a priori rejection of shared 
characteristics between humans and animals when in fact they may 
exist" (258). Such anthropodenial is at the very heart of the racism, 
sexism, and speciesism that Rosemary accuses Reg (as well as the 
dominant social order) of harboring, and Fowler's novel can perhaps 
be read as offering us other possible, and more critical and careful 
ways of thinking about human–animal relations that might help to 
open up a space for thought and practice beyond anthropodenial. I 
want to suggest in what follows that the novel provides two such ways 
of rethinking human–animal relations, which I will call respectively 
indistinction and radical alterity.7 I begin here with the former notion.

Indistinction needs, first, to be rigorously separated from the 
notion of identity. Among mainstream animal ethicists, one finds a 
concerted effort to establish logical and conceptual identities between 
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human beings and animals. As an example, consider Tom Regan's 
efforts to argue that, despite numerous differences between human 
beings and animals in various registers, at the ethical level human 
beings and animals should be seen as identical inasmuch as they are 
both "subjects of a life" (243). Similar kinds of claims for human–
animal identity at the normative level have been made in terms of 
shared sentience, intentionality, legal subjectivity, and so on.8 Gilles 
Deleuze (from whom I am borrowing the notion of indistinction, 
although I am putting it to work in a slightly different manner and 
toward different ends) refers to this kind of logical and conceptual 
identity between humans and animals as creating a kind of formal 
correspondence among terms. There is no deep, shared identity here, 
only a kind of abstract analogy that works at the conceptual level and 
that generates an ethics based on logical consistency. Indistinction, 
by contrast, operates at the level of a profound, unanticipated, and 
deeply shared condition between human beings and animals, one 
that is grounded in common conditions of finitude and affect and 
that gives rise to the co-constitution of various kinds of subjectivi-
ties. Deleuze himself finds this kind of human–animal indistinction 
at work in Francis Bacon's meat paintings, which establish a zone 
of indiscernibility between human and animal bodies at the level of 
shared and exposed embodiment (20–21). Bacon's art allows us to 
think of the profound ways in which both human beings and animals 
are thrown, heteronomously, into this shared condition as well as 
what other possibilities for life might emerge if thought and practice 
were to begin from an acknowledgment of this shared condition.

Fowler's novel provides us with another important means of 
thinking about human–animal indistinction, with its focus on the pro-
foundly intertwined lives of Rosemary and Fern. Given that Rosemary 
and Fern were raised in intense bodily and social contact for the first 
five years of both of their lives, there is little sense in trying to map 
either traditional human/animal distinctions onto their situation or 
in looking for formal correspondences between them at an abstract 
level. They have co-constituted each other's subjectivity in funda-
mental and deep ways, and part of the brilliance of Fowler's novel is 
that it allows the reader to see just how thoroughgoing this process 
of co-constitution between humans and animals can be in certain 
circumstances.9 Indeed, even as Rosemary seeks to run away from 
the trauma surrounding Fern's removal and her own social identity 
as "monkey girl," her two arrests and her periods of confinement by 
authorities can't help but recall her to her fundamental and shared 
vulnerability with Fern. Finding herself incarcerated and with no way 
out—like Fern, like Rotpeter—is one of the fundamental triggers that 
brings Rosemary out of the fantasy that she might somehow be able 
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to rid herself of her condition of indiscernibility with Fern and with 
embodied beings (both animals and human beings) more generally, 
any of whom might find themselves with no way out depending on 
the circumstances. Likewise, the unconscious confrontation with and 
rediscovery of indiscernibility and indistinction during her viewing 
of The Man with the Iron Mask as well as the discussion of primate 
violence in her Religion and Violence class force Rosemary to think 
more deeply about Fern and slowly to begin coming to grips with the 
condition into which she and other animals have all been thrown, but 
which she has tried so hard to disavow. 

As an adult narrator who has finally come to acknowledge 
and accept her indistinction in relation to Fern and to animals more 
generally, Rosemary has to find ways to convey this condition to the 
reader. The kind of fundamental indiscernibility and relation that has 
structured Rosemary's own subjectivity (as well as those of Fern and 
her family members) can be shown only indirectly, which creates 
certain challenges for the telling of her story. The subtle nature of 
indistinction as a shared ontological and subjective condition is, I 
would suggest, a key reason for why Rosemary's narrative is chrono-
logically jumbled. Not only is she aware that her narrative will be 
structurally incapable of doing full justice to her complex relations 
with Fern due to the inability of human language to capture ape reality 
(and reality more generally); but she writes knowing that the reader 
most likely lacks the ability to appreciate the deeply shared lines of 
affect and passion that condition her relation with Fern and other 
animals. Indeed, part of why Rosemary waits until midway through 
the novel to tell us that Fern is a chimpanzee is because she believes 
that the reader will unthinkingly slot Fern into one of the standard 
iterations of the human/animal distinction, namely, into the role of 
an animal pet belonging to human owners: ". . . I wanted you to see 
how it really was. I tell you Fern is a chimp and, already, you aren't 
thinking of her as my sister. You're thinking instead that we loved 
her as if she were some kind of pet" (77). Fern, too, seems to move 
alongside Rosemary within a similar zone of indistinction and deep 
relationality, giving Rosemary her red poker chip (indicating "Same") 
when Rosemary falls and hurts herself after unsuccessfully trying to 
complete a jump that Fern makes with relative ease.

In one of the most moving sections of the novel, Rosemary 
describes how, although she tended to fare better after Fern's de-
parture than the rest of her family, she carried the damage of Fern's 
removal in a more profoundly visceral way than others. Given how 
completely her own subjectivity had been—from the "beginning"—
jointly constituted with, through, and in Fern, Rosemary has no self 
to return to in order to deal with the loss of Fern. It is in this sense 



Calarco 627

that Rosemary's ontological and subjective constitution is found in 
her being "completely beside" (to use this phrase in a somewhat 
unusual sense) herself and always already inextricably entangled 
with her sister. Rosemary writes:

For me, Fern was the beginning. I was just over a month 
old when she arrived in my life (and she just shy of three 
months). Whoever I was before is no one I ever got to know.

 I felt her loss in a powerfully physical way. I missed 
her smell and the sticky wet of her breath on my neck. 
I missed her fingers scratching through my hair. We sat 
next to each other, lay across each other, pushed, pulled, 
stroked, and struck each other a hundred times a day and 
I suffered the deprivation of this. It was an ache, a hunger 
on the surface of my skin. . . .

 Fern used to wrap her wiry pipe-cleaner arms around 
my waist from behind, press her face and body into my 
back, match me step for step when we walked, as if we 
were a single person. It made the grad students laugh, so 
we felt witty and appreciated. Sometimes it was encumber-
ing, a monkey on my back, but mostly I felt enlarged, as 
if what mattered in the end was not what Fern could do or 
what I could do, but the sum of it—Fern and me together. 
(107–08) 

Ultimately, this enlargement, this potentiality, is what lies at the heart 
of the notion of human–animal relations as belonging to the realm 
of indistinction. If thought begins, as the established order would 
have it, from the notion of a clean separation between human and 
animal, then these kinds of complex registers of relation and their 
possibilities are foreclosed; but if we begin from the notion that hu-
man–animal indistinction opens us onto a realm of fundamentally 
unknowable and unanticipatable relations and possibilities, then the 
question of how to live, and how we (all of us) might live differently, 
is thrown wide open.

There are, of course, dangers attendant to limiting oneself to 
thinking about human–animal relations in terms of indistinction. The 
first danger is that important differences might go unnoticed, and 
that the possibility for alternatives modes of subjectification and pos-
sibilities for life that derive from such differences might be overlooked 
and allowed to collapse into a simple homogeneity. For all of their 
shared subjectivity, Rosemary and Fern's joint existence is indeed 
co-constituted, and there are differences between and among them 
that allow them to form different relations, explore different possibili-
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ties, and be subjected to differing conditions. After her long period of 
separation from Fern, Rosemary wonders about Fern's memory after 
having lived in the lab away from her and the rest of the Cookes. 
Does Fern remember all of them? While some scientists are certain 
that great apes and other animals lack memory, Rosemary is not so 
sure about such sharp demarcations among humans and animals: "It 
seems to me that every time we humans announce that here is the 
thing that makes us unique—our featherless bipedality, our tool-using, 
our language—some other species comes along to snatch it away" 
(301–02). But this skepticism about sharp demarcations doesn't lead 
Rosemary to assume hastily that Fern is identical to her in all mat-
ters either. Inasmuch as having memories includes certain subjective 
and interior components, Rosemary does not believe she can attain 
certainty regarding Fern's inner life. She notes that such "interiorities 
can never be observed in another species. Doesn't mean they aren't 
there. Doesn't mean they are" (302). Such an attitude does not mean 
that Rosemary feels compelled to adopt a neutral agnosticism with 
regard to Fern's memory; she does, after all, have access to certain 
signs and behaviors that might or might not indicate strong memories 
on Fern's part. In the final analysis, Rosemary believes "Fern knows 
who we are. The evidence is compelling, if not conclusive. Only the 
exacting ghost of my father keeps me from insisting on it" (302).

This kind of careful and generous attention to radical alterity, 
in which the other's interiority is understood as never being fully 
present, providing only oblique signs and traces, is one of the over-
arching themes of Jacques Derrida's famous reflections on animals 
in "The Animal that Therefore I Am." While Derrida's much-discussed 
encounter with his cat is often read as endeavoring to establish a 
structural identity between human beings and animals at the level of 
a shared subjectivity, the encounter can perhaps be better understood 
as evidence of the cat's radical alterity and fundamentally unobserv-
able interiority. It is this alterity and interiority that escapes the nets 
of consciousness and that prevents relation between two singularities 
from collapsing into complete homogeneity. It is in view of the cat's 
escaping full subjective presence that Derrida writes: "[The cat] has 
its point of view regarding me. The point of view of the absolute other, 
and nothing will have ever done more to make me think through this 
absolute alterity of the neighbor than these moments when I see 
myself seen naked under the gaze of a cat" (380).

Thus, when considering our exposure to animal alterity, it is 
not a matter of being certain or having conclusive evidence that 
we understand a particular animal "from the inside" (which is the 
only thing that "the exacting ghost" of Rosemary's father will take 
for evidence). Rather, the indirect signs that I receive telling me I 
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have encountered a being who is fundamentally other than me are 
often undeniable, affecting me and prompting a response prior to 
the time needed for conscious skepticism. It is this mode of relation 
with radical alterity that Rosemary gestures toward in describing her 
interactions with Fern. 

There is another possible danger in thinking about human–
animal relations only in terms of indistinction, which is that it can 
flatten and obscure the ways in which human–animal relations get 
recoded and reterritorialized by the established order. Thus, even if 
at an abstract ontological level, it is difficult to establish any clean 
breaks between all human beings and all animals, it is clear that the 
established order seeks to create such ruptures and often does so 
relatively successfully at a practical and institutional level. In giving 
a more complete account of human–animal relations, we have to find 
the language and ethico-political sensitivity to acknowledge that these 
codings and modes of institutionalized differences are formative in 
the processes of subjectification. Take as an example Francis Bacon's 
own remarks about the shared embodiment of animals and human be-
ings as depicted in his meat paintings. When reflecting on our shared 
condition with animals, he talks about how deeply moved he is when 
he sees pictures of animal slaughterhouses or visits a butcher's shop 
and sees meat hanging in the window. Regarding the meat hanging 
up for sale in the butcher shop window, Bacon notes that he "always 
think[s] it's surprising that [he] wasn't there instead of the animal" 
(Sylvester 46). Bacon's point here is an important and provocative 
one, and it moves us to think in the direction of the human–animal 
indistinction we explored above; this unflinching willingness to think 
about bodies as potential meat demonstrates his deep commitment 
to think from the site of the exposed, finite embodiment we share 
with animals. At the same time (and Bacon is, no doubt, well aware 
of this point), there are deep-seated institutional reasons for why 
dead animals hang in butcher shops and human beings like Francis 
Bacon do not. Although all of us are potentially meat and are subject 
to being eaten by others of various sorts, certain bodies are strongly 
coded and shaped by the established order to be meat, with some 
of these bodies living their entire lives within institutions that seek 
to limit their potentiality solely to being meat. 

The situation is similar with confinement. While many of us 
(perhaps not all, given the deep inequality of our political and legal 
systems) could potentially find ourselves incarcerated, it is clear 
that the established order has more heavily coded certain bodies for 
confinement than others. When Rosemary finds herself incarcerated, 
she starts to notice her fundamental similarity with other vulnerable, 
embodied beings who are incarcerated, triggering her to think more 



Human-Animal Relationships in We Are All Completely beside Ourselves630

deeply about Fern's situation. But she is well aware that her incar-
ceration is temporary, while Fern's is permanent. Thus, no matter 
how deeply intertwined Rosemary's and Fern's lives are and no mat-
ter how much their processes of subjectification are co-constitutive, 
Rosemary notes that there are innumerable ways in which she and 
Fern are "NotSame," the most basic of which is that Fern has been 
caught up within a world that sees her chiefly as a commodity: 
"There was something NotSame about Fern and me. . . : Like a chair 
or a car or a television, Fern could be bought and sold. The whole 
time she was living in the farmhouse with us as part of our family, 
the whole time she was keeping herself busy being our sister and 
daughter, she was, in fact, the property of Indiana University" (213). 
Thus, while human beings have indeed found themselves taken by 
force and placed into labs as involuntary experimental subjects, it 
is perhaps less surprising to find Fern in such a situation after her 
removal from the home. Under different circumstances, Fern might 
have ended up in a sanctuary, but this alternative fate would have 
been the result of a contingency, one of the unpredictable quirks of 
a sovereign order that has effectively rendered Fern's body and life 
commodifiable and sacrificeable.10 That Rosemary does not suffer 
that fate, that most of us as readers of this book will never suffer 
that fate, is the shame one feels at being coded as "human" within 
the current established order.

Doing Something with Indistinction and Radical 
Alterity

In this final section, I want briefly to examine the questions 
surrounding practice that the novel poses for the reader, questions 
that are prompted in large part by the actions of Rosemary's brother, 
Lowell, who also grew up with Fern and who was similarly devas-
tated by Fern's removal from the family. Whereas Fern's removal 
had delayed and long-term psychological effects on Rosemary, for 
Lowell the loss of Fern and her subsequent incarceration in a research 
laboratory had the rather immediate effect of turning him into an 
underground Animal Liberation Front (ALF) activist. It is perhaps 
impossible to understand either Rosemary's psychological destitution 
or Lowell's more militant response to Fern's relocation to a research 
laboratory without first coming to grips with the deep lines of af-
fect that structured their respective relationships with her. We learn 
midway through the novel that Lowell's girlfriend at the time of his 
disappearance thought that Lowell's angry reaction at Fern being held 
captive was "extreme and inexplicable" (125). This is perhaps an 
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understandable response, given that animals by the tens of billions 
are in similar or worse situations on a daily basis, and very few of 
us seem to be bothered by this fact in any serious manner. Lowell, 
though, is unable to see Fern—his sister, with whom he spent many 
years of his life—in such instrumental terms: "'That's my sister in that 
cage'" (124). The same thoroughgoing, familial bonds also structure 
Rosemary's eventual reunification with Fern and her attempts to act 
responsibly toward Fern.

What is thought-provoking about Fowler's novel, though, is 
that her characters' affects and sense of responsibility for animals 
do not stop at these standard and recognizable familial borders. With 
enough empathy and imagination, one can perhaps understand the 
deep bonds and loyalties that form when a chimp or another animal 
is included within a family as a full member. What is likely more dif-
ficult for some readers to absorb is how such relationships can cause 
affects, passions, and identifications with animals to spread beyond 
those limits. It is notable that Lowell's first act of animal liberation, 
prior to his efforts to free Fern, is to release rats from his dad's re-
search laboratory. It seems that Fern's situation has allowed Lowell 
to glimpse the shared condition of involuntary confinement imposed 
both on the rats and on Fern. And when Lowell fails to liberate Fern 
from the lab where she is being held, he does not give up on Fern 
and return to his daily life; rather, he finds ways to keep tabs on her 
and then goes underground and engages in a number of direct ac-
tions aimed at liberating other animals. 

In the context of today's "Green Scare" and attempts by corpo-
rate interests and law enforcement agencies to demonize, pathologize, 
and label ALF and other animal activists as terrorists, it is perhaps 
tempting to see Lowell as simply being dangerous and psychologically 
"unstable" (227). Rosemary, despite her obvious love and admiration 
for Lowell's activism, does not shy away from acknowledging that 
Lowell is indeed dangerous when measured by dominant social norms 
and that he does appear to be somewhat psychologically damaged. 
But, unlike the conservative cultural discourse surrounding direct ac-
tion animal activism, Rosemary takes the time to explore the ALF, its 
principles and rationales, and why being involved in this kind of direct 
action might be related to psychological trauma among some activ-
ists. Rosemary's discussions with Lowell during his clandestine visit 
to UC Davis in her college years reveal Lowell's profound sympathy 
and identification with animals, the very sort of ontological relations 
and passions that we examined above under the rubric of indistinc-
tion. Lowell criticizes his father's work for not remaining true to the 
fundamental Darwinian-biological "congruence" between human be-
ings and animals (202); and he rails against scientific, technological, 
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and corporate instrumentalization and commodification of animals. 
Reflecting on an intellectual and socio-cultural-economic order that 
fails to take its point of departure from congruence and indistinction 
and instead grounds itself in untenable ruptures between human be-
ings and animals and unjust hierarchical practices, Lowell suggests 
to Rosemary that: "'The world runs . . . on the fuel of this endless, 
fathomless misery. People know it, but they don't mind what they 
don't see. Make them look and they mind, but you're the one they 
hate, because you're the one that made them look'" (232). Any ani-
mal activist who spends a considerable amount of time deliberately 
examining this "endless, fathomless misery" is bound to have his or 
her empathies extend and spread in a manner that seems incompre-
hensible to people who avoid looking at such things. Conversely, too 
much familiarity with this misery, especially when it is accompanied 
by a profound sense of human–animal indistinction, is bound to risk 
generating serious psychological trauma. If one adds in the stress 
of living a clandestine life as an underground activist, filled with the 
fear of getting caught and receiving unthinkably long and unjust 
prison sentences (and it should be stressed, against those who seek 
to create and maintain the chilling effects of a Green Scare, that 
ALF activists have been generally very successful at avoiding getting 
caught), one can perhaps begin to gain a better sense of why Lowell 
might appear to be traumatized.

In her remarks on the ALF, Rosemary notes that direct-action 
activists take as their aim the inflicting of economic damage on those 
corporations and individuals who cause harm to animals. Whether 
the imposed costs come by way of property damage, animal libera-
tions, or other means, it is essential that no sentient animal—human 
or nonhuman—is harmed in the process. The point of ALF actions is 
not damage for the sake of damage or simply finding ways to show 
that one cares about animals; the point rather is the transformation 
of an unjust economic and social order by way of direct action: "You 
don't join the ALF by sympathizing. You don't join by writing about 
how sorry and sad the suffering of animals makes you. You have to 
do something" (238). There is a passionate intensity and impatience 
behind ALF and other forms of direct action, a sense that the avenues 
for change available through the established order are insufficient 
and ultimately too slow to deal with the magnitude of animal suf-
fering one encounters in the present. Along these lines, Rosemary 
alludes to Derrida's remarks on the incremental changes unfolding 
in the larger society with regard to animals. Such social transforma-
tion, "might be slow, Derrida said, but eventually the spectacle of 
our abuse of animals will be intolerable to our sense of who we are. 
The ALF is not interested in slow. How can they be? All that misery, 
all that misery is now" (238).
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It is clear from Rosemary's reflections on Lowell that, despite 
her worries about his "dangerous" behavior and his somewhat un-
stable mindset, she feels enormous pride over his willingness to 
fight injustice toward animals; there is no doubt, too, that her own 
comparative silence and apathy in this regard is a source of great 
shame for her. Lowell's plea for her to be the one responsible for 
Fern serves as a call of conscience for Rosemary and moves her in 
the direction of doing something. When Rosemary moves with her 
mother to be near the lab where Fern is being held in South Dakota; 
when she becomes a teacher and shares her love of Fern and animals 
with her young students; when she helps to publish her mother's 
journals chronicling her childhood with Fern; when she brings her red 
poker chip to Fern during her visit to the lab—all of these actions, 
while perhaps lacking the immediate and dramatic transformational 
force of Lowell's direct actions, are also forms of doing something to 
address the injustices that pervade the status quo. There are—after 
all, and to remind ourselves once again—literally tens of billions of 
animals at any given moment who are caught up in the machines 
and institutions of human misery, and hardly any of them will be 
liberated. Much like Lowell's call of conscience to Rosemary, Fowler's 
novel issues a call to its readers to reflect on these nearly unimagi-
nable conditions under which many animals live; what is more, it 
encourages us to think more deeply about what might be done to 
address and transform these conditions. We are called, then, to help 
animals find a way out, a way out that doesn't pass through becoming 
human but that is instead befitting of our shared indistinction with 
animals while also allowing animals their own worlds, their own joys 
and sufferings, and their own differences.

Notes

1. My reading of Kafka here is influenced by Harel and Gerhardt. A 
thought-provoking reading of Kafka's "Report" is also provided by 
Coetzee's fictional character Elizabeth Costello in The Lives of Animals.

2. There are significant parallels between the fictional Fern and the 
historical Nim Chimsky. For more on Chimpsky, see Hess, Project 
Nim, and also Rosemary's brief remarks in Fowler, 157. 

3. For a contemporary analysis of and modified defense of an anthro-
pological difference, see Glock. 

4. The literature in this field is enormous, and an overview of it is beyond 
the scope of this paper. For a helpful overview from a mainstream 
scientific perspective, see Wynne, chapter 8; for a more sympathetic, 
pro-animal view, see Balcombe.
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5. Nietzsche provides this kind of analysis in, among other texts, his 
"On the Genius of the Species," The Gay Science, #354. 

6. Nietzsche provides a similar analysis of the processes involved in the 
constitution of the promising human subject in On the Genealogy of 
Morality, treatise 2. 

7. I should note here at the outset that radical alterity and indistinction 
appear to be opposed concepts, and I do in fact mean to suggest 
that they denote rather different, seemingly contradictory modes of 
human–animal relations. However, my argument is that both con-
cepts—and the kind of ethico-political and ontological pluralism they 
imply—are needed in order to do some justice to the complex nature 
of human–animal relationships. Fowler's work, I suggest, is unique 
and important in helping us to think these two modes of relation as 
being irreducibly linked and necessary. 

8. Among others, see Singer, Cavalieri, and Francione.

9. Other helpful accounts of subjective co-constitution are found in 
James, who calls into question the skeptical problem of other animal 
minds from a phenomenological and post-Heideggerian perspective, 
and Shapiro, who develops a phenomenological account of kinesthetic 
empathy. I am indebted to David Herman for alerting me to these 
two helpful articles.

10. On the theme of life rendered sacrificeable, see Agamben.
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