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Us

Karen Joy Fowler

We’re not the record keepers you are. When we find your records, 
we eat them. 

Some of us think you carry a grudge about that, but you’ve made 
good use of our hunger over the years. On our side, there’s no ill will. We’re 
in this together, always have been. 

Many believe you once admired us; some say there was even a time you liked 
us best of all. You thought we brought you luck, called us clever, resourceful, 
and resilient. Friendly and popular, you said. Inquisitive, industrious. 

But also selfish, which is so like you. No one else so often mistakes a mirror 
for a window. 

Diaspora

In those dim and distant days, when famine came, it was a shared privation. If 
it settled in, meant to stay, then we took off together, boarded your ships and 
sailed in all directions. Our DNA is a map of your migrations. 

And even you, who so like numbers, couldn’t say how many of us were lost 
at sea, ending up in the belly of some unblinking fish who’d never imagined 
such a creature before swallowing one. Someone dies and someone eats. It’s 
the way of the world. (Though you’re working on that. We’re helping.)

Those of us who survived had children and they had children and so on 
and so on. The ship was all we knew until we dropped anchor on a green shore 
or white sand or wet rocks. The unexpected gift of fixed earth, of trees and 
grasses, fruits and grains. A rain of insects. A roof of leaves. 

It takes our breath away to imagine it. We ourselves have never seen, never 
eaten these things. Many among us are waiting for a world like that, a world 
beyond the world. 

Sometimes, in these new lands, we found others of our kind. This might 
mean war. Or sex. Or both. 

You understand. 
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Plagues

You hosted us on your ships, mostly uninvited, though sometimes you planned 
to eat us. We hosted even smaller uninvited creatures, and these carried a sick-
ness from one place to another, delivering it into your new worlds like mail 
from home. Generation after generation of intermittent and incomprehensible 
torment followed. 

We all suffered. Death insatiable, bodies collecting faster than they could 
decay, some of them yours, more of them ours. You’d have to have been crazy 
not to go crazy. We all went crazy then. 

Any admiration you’d ever felt for us vanished. You spoke of infestations. 
Swarms. Eradications. You killed us in your stories, danced us to our deaths 
with songs. 

That time has passed. There is no reason to say more about it.

You and Your Records 

Some of your records are not to our taste. 
In 1823, a terrier named Billy set a record by killing one hundred of us in 

five minutes at the Paris Dog Show, an average of one death every 3.3 sec-
onds. The coliseum had been fitted with mirrored walls so the view was never 
blocked and there was no traction, no chance of escape. Still, we did our best. 
An earlier match had left Billy blind in one eye. The hero who achieved that 
had no name. 

Your papers referred to this Parisian event as a feast of delight for the raticide 
enthusiast. Billy was awarded a silver collar. His record stood for almost forty 
years until Jacko, a black-and-tan bull terrier, finally bested it by two seconds. 
Decade after decade of necks snapped by your dachshunds, your airedales, 
your west highland whites. 

 But in the end, it all worked out for the best. We saw you with your dogs; 
we saw the advantages. You found it easier to breed the numbers needed for 
the ring than to catch them. Domesticity works both ways. 

The century turned. Rat matches were illegal and dog shows became beauty 
contests. By then, we, too, came in many pleasing colors—white, which you’ve 
always liked, and piebald. Champagne, amber, cinnamon, and Russian blue. 
Fancies, you called us and petted us, brought in veterinarians when we didn’t 
eat, cried when we died. 

Still no mercy, though, for our brethren who came wild into your attics 
and walls. For them, the traps and poisons. For them, the professionals to take 
their bodies away without you having to see. 
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We are not those rats.
We’ve learned that it’s best to please you. You like us tame better than wild, 

docile better than savage. You like us fast and clever in the mazes, but not in 
the sewers. We like the dark, but you don’t, so we’ve learned to sleep in the 
light. You prefer us white to brown, and never, never black—you want us to 
look as little like the rats that carried the plague as possible. Those rats are still 
in your nightmares. Filthy. Vermin. 

We are not those rats. 
We don’t bring disease. We fight it. Now we are your partners in the great 

and final battle on the frontiers of medical progress.

The Berkeley Rats

It surprises us that, among your many sporting events, you don’t include the 
mazes; you seem to be such enthusiasts. 

Our own feelings are mixed. For years there was evidence, unscientific and 
anecdotal, of two schools and two schools of thought. At Yale, you said the 
rats had no interest in the mazes. They responded only to food cues, did no 
spontaneous exploration, never learned the paths. They had to be kept hungry 
to work at all. You considered them rather dim, their behaviors easily explained 
with the simple stimulus–response model you already favored. 

In contrast, we Berkeley rats could be fed a fine meal first and still wander 
the maze with interest. We explored our surroundings in logical ways, all the 
right-hand passages first, for example, or always moving downward. Later, 
we could be set back inside at any random point and still find our way easily. 
You began to talk about our cognitive maps, the scientific ways in which we 
worked, as if we were testing out hypotheses.

Vicarious trial and error (VTE) is what you called the hesitant, looking-
about behaviors we evidence before moments of decision. You wrote papers 
about our remarkable VTEs. 

And then you made us better. Mated the best with the best, shipping us 
out to labs all over the world. We were the rats everyone wanted. We prided 
ourselves on our performance, our abilities, our discipline. 

Now recent studies suggest that the single factor most predictive of our suc-
cess is you. Tell a student he has a Berkeley rat, and whoever he has will try to 
perform accordingly. While you were noting our VTEs, we were noting yours. 

Our desire to please you has wreaked havoc with your data, which displeases 
you. You prefer data to animals. 

This is a maze with only one way through. 
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The International Genetic Standard Rat

We have become data.
Our path is one of standardized breeding, standardized handling. Genetic 

variation has been minimized in the attempt to eradicate the noise of indi-
vidual personality. The ideal laboratory rat is an apparatus in today’s modern 
lab, a test tube. 

“We are more than just animals,” your advertising says on our behalf. 
“We are research friendly.” 
“Guaranteed uniformity for the research community.”
In your ads we are drawn dressed in lab coats or business suits, or else 

photographed, no sign of our cages, our fur gleaming, our eyes bright. We are 
clean and willing. 

And now a new adventure for us: “Rats enlist in the war against bioterrorism!”
Yet, in the United States, you excluded us, along with birds, from the Animal 

Welfare Act, arguing that the extra paperwork of enforcing laboratory guidelines 
would drive up the cost of research. In the end, the consumer would suffer. 

No one wants that.
“So important in reaching an understanding of ourselves,” you say about 

us, because we are so like you and you’ve always known it. 
Yet we must be, and at the very same time, so different that nothing matters 

less than what happens to us.
We can do that! We are more than animals now and also less. We are mod-

els. We are mathematics. We are information. Cross-sections of our brains are 
archived in downloadable rat-brain libraries. 

We are an icon of modernization. 
The path through the maze ends in the future.

The Post-Rat

OncoMouseTM was your first patented animal. She was created as a geographic 
space, a place to put a human gene that reliably produces breast cancer. The 
lab is the natural habitat for OncoMouse. No one knows, because no one cares 
to know, what her natural behaviors are.

But mice are not so similar to you as we are, with their herbivorous diets and 
their tiny brains. It took another thirty years to clear the way for the creation 
of the genetically engineered us. This didn’t happen until 2008. 

2008. Our most recent Year of the Rat. A reminder of those past and happy 
times, that long-ago when you thought us lucky, clever, resourceful, and resil-
ient. Friendly and popular. Industrious and selfish. 
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Among our new partners: the Knockout Rat Consortium—a group of in-
dividuals and institutions dedicated to creating at least one of us with a single 
gene disruption (the knockout) for every gene in our genome. 

But first, the hybrids: us, only with a bit of you thrown in. Millions currently 
in production. From SAGE labs, the commercial client can already purchase 
disease models for Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, hypertension, and diabetes. Comes 
in its very own rat-case.

You keep us in quarantine now, isolated from most human contact, because 
the more of your DNA we carry, the more fragile we are. Your filthy presence 
threatens us with fatal infections. We hope you see the irony. 

Our job is to sicken and die, but only in useful ways. 
The walls of our world are opaque, because you don’t like it when we look 

at you. Still you hear us, incessantly gnawing on our own teeth. The nails on 
our feet tick like clocks as we move about on the steel floors of our homes. In 
your eternal light, we ask ourselves philosophical questions. What happens 
next? How much human DNA does it take to make a human? What are you 
like in the wild? Despite our uniformity of production, we find we disagree 
as to the answers. 

Someday we’ll save you from disease and maybe, finally, from death itself. 
What will be our reward? It must be very good to eat. It must be better than 
anything any of us, past or present, has ever eaten before. We try to imagine 
this thing we can’t imagine. We wait for it. 

Till then, we are, apparently, team players. We are your surrogates, your 
disease-eaters. 

Your martyrs. We are turning finally, just as you do in your suffering, to faith. 
We believe that someday you’ll take us again on great ships to new worlds. We 
dream of long, dark nights and a landing in a place where we will live together 
forever, neither of us infecting the other. Our fur shiny. Our eyes bright. We 
dream of trees and grasses, fruits and grains. 

A rain of insects. A roof of leaves.
But maybe immortality will turn you careless, make you forget all about us. 

Perhaps, by then, we’ll have taken on enough of your DNA to have become 
you. That would certainly make any aggrieved discussion of what we once did 
to you or you to us nonsensical. 

We would like to think this: that in the end it is ourselves we are saving. 
Already we don’t know if this is our thought or yours. 

But it sounds like you. 
the end


