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ABSTRACT 

 

In this thesis, I demonstrate the ways in which contemporary American fiction by women 

uses the animal as both a literal figure and a concept. Focusing on Amy Hempel, Alice 

Walker, and Octavia Butler, I examine how they link their portrayal of animals to the 

historical, current, and potential experiences of women: these writers depict cultures 

whose ideologies, social expectations, ethics, and hierarchies of value prove sexist and 

"speciesist." First I describe historical trends in the ways that representations of 

animals and animality have been used in relation to women, often to justify oppression. 

The advent of evolutionary discourse in the nineteenth century set in motion a series of 

conceptual changes, from the women’s and animal rights movements of the early to mid-

twentieth century to developments within the past three decades. In particular, I draw 

from the emergent approach of combined feminist and animal studies to analyze how the 

portrayals of animals, animality, and gender intersect in three very different works, 

Hempel’s Collected Stories, Walker’s The Temple of My Familiar, and Butler’sClay’s 

Ark [give years of publication for all]. By implicitly or explicitly linking sexism and 
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speciesism, this approach reveals, revises, and even offers alternatives to cultural 

structures of oppression. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Animals are good to think with.” –Claude Levi-Strauss  

 

 Bitch, whale, cow; many of the most abusive epithets offered by our language 

liken women to animals.1 Even the few animal ‘compliments’ available are most often 

either gender neutral (as in lionhearted or hawk-eyed) or objectifying (think foxy, or sex 

kittens and Playboy bunnies).  The very terminology of sexual harassment and violence 

often references animals, as is in the idea of feeling treated like “a piece of meat.”  These 

kinds of disturbing links between gender and animals, and particularly between women 

and animals as victims, are evident in our visual media as well. A brief perusal of 

Sociological Images, an online resource which catalogues and analyzes advertisements 

and other popular images, yields a number of examples of women likened to animals, 

including a series of dismal campaign material from (of all places!) People for the Ethical 

Treatment of Animals (PETA) featuring sexualized, nearly nude women, sometimes 

cuddling chicks or lambs or, more distressingly, in cages, or divided into “butcher cuts,” 

or sealed under plastic-wrap (qtd. in Wade 2007). Men, contrastingly, appear as 

aggressors, hunters; for instance, a Dos Equis ad depicting “natives” in loincloths and 

spears following a white, European man under the caption “approach women like you do 

wild animals: with caution and a soothing voice” (qtd. in Wade 2011); Maxim’s “guide to 

hunting for men” featuring “strategies” for “hunting” different “species” of women (qtd. 

                                                
1 A number of animal studies scholars have noted the potential harm of labeling animals “animals” in this 
context, preferring the term “nonhuman species” as one which more obviously places humans among rather 
that separate from and superior to other “animals;” however, most of these critics acknowledge the 
inconvenience of this kind of terminology and return to “animal” and “human” for the sake of clarity. 
Although I also acknowledge the potential harm of using these more common terms, I, too, will be using 
them in the interest of intelligibility.  
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in Wade 2008); and a Heineken ad imagining women as animals in a “jungle” negotiated 

by predatory men (qtd. in Sharp 2010).  

It doesn’t take much digging to find ample evidence of our cultural tendency to 

use animal likeness to objectify women and glorify masculinity. Growing up in Northern 

Michigan, however, I struggled to identify what it was that made me so uncomfortable 

with being identified as someone interested in and concerned for animals.  I believe I can 

trace this particular thesis back to when, four years ago, a family friend asked me what it 

was, as a writer, it was I wrote about. I was uncertain how to respond, so they asked me 

whether I wrote about “the animals.’ 

I didn’t know then why I found the suggestion so infuriating, so patronizing and 

embarrassing. I didn’t know why it felt like an insult. I do know that, days later, when I 

received Amy Hempel’s Collected Stories as a gift I took one look at the cover—a 

photograph of Hempel and her dogs—and discarded it.   

 Four years later, I like to imagine I’ve produced a thesis which disproves some of 

my former anxieties, a thesis which disproves that “dominant cultural view” of the animal 

as “essentially trivial” (Baker 8). I also hope it’s one which establishes the significance of 

literary intersections between sex, gender, and animals, which are often linked in 

complicated and important ways in literary representations of women and of animals.  

These connections are not without precedent. Rather, they are part of a long, and often 

negative, Western cultural tradition of likening women to animals. In the introduction to 

“Animals and Women,” Carol Adam and Josephine Donovan propose that “theorizing 

about animals is inevitable for feminism,” given the tradition of conceptually linking 
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women to animals as a inferior and thus available for oppression and abuse (1). Adams 

and Donovan note: 

Historically, the ideological justification for women’s alleged 

inferiority has been made by appropriating them to animals: from 

Aristotle on, women’s bodies have been seen to intrude upon their 

rationality. Since rationality has been constructed by most Western 

theorists as the defining requirement for membership in the moral 

community, women—along with nonwhite men and animals—were 

long excluded. Until the twentieth century this “animality” 

precluded women’s being granted the rights of public citizenship. 

(1) 

Adams’ and Donovan’s primary focus here is the historically denigrating tradition of 

identifying women and animals foremost in terms of the corporeal. In contrast, man is 

constructed as “distinct from animals and superior to them” because of his “contact with 

a higher power/knowledge called god, reason, or control,” contact which constitutes his 

transcendental “‘divine’ nature, the part that seems unlike any part owned by animals—

mind, spirit, or control” (French 341). Another way to summarize these imagined 

“differences” is in terms of conceptual binaries wherein the first term is held superior to 

the second. These binaries include human/animal, culture/nature, and 

masculine/feminine. The categories within these binaries are often conflated in a 

“Western intellectual tradition” of  “devaluing whatever is associated with women, 

emotion, animals, nature, and the body” (Gaard 5). Men are contrastingly elevated by 

their association with “reason, humans, culture, and the mind” (Gaard 5). These 
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categories are linked to the structures of patriarchal oppression.  In her essay, 

“Dismantling Oppression,” Lori Gruen argues that “the categories ‘woman’ and ‘animal’ 

serve the same symbolic function in patriarchal society,” as that “dominated, submissive 

‘other’” which sustains human male dominance relationally (61). They are, in Ursula Le 

Guin’s words, “the obscure matter upon which Civilization erects itself, phallologically” 

(10).  

 The related construction of women and animals as less-than and other is evident 

in some of the most foundational texts of our culture. For example, Aristotle refers to 

woman, with her horrifying reproductive functions, as a creature, a deformed sort of man; 

as mothers, women’s bodies were the source of the corporeal and of the animal while 

semen contained soul (Blamires 38-39). This kind of devaluing of women likened to 

animals seems to have been extenuated by the rise of Christianity in dominant Western 

culture. The Old Testament’s assertion that man rule over animals was accompanied by 

interpretations of masculine domain over women; further, whereas early Greek religion 

imagined gods taking animal forms, “Christians saw nothing godlike in acting like a 

beast” and commonly associated animals with evil (Sheehan and Sosna 28). Records of 

witch-hunts provide evidence of the association of witches with cats, bats, rats and crows, 

some of which were tried and brutally executed like human ‘witches’ (Lorenz 207).  

In literature, we can see this pattern as well, for instance, as Sandra Gilbert notes, 

in Milton’s representations of Eve in Paradise Lost (published in 1667). Eve, Gilbert 

notes, is likened to the Satanic serpent both in her rebellious transgression and, Gilbert 

argues, in her physicality, which serpent imagery serves to “exaggerate and parody” 

(373). These kinds of negative connections, ostensibly strengthened by these sorts of 
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religious influences, come up in less overtly religious contexts as well; for instance, in A 

Vindication of the Rights of Brutes (1792), Thomas Taylor’s satirical response to Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). Taylor used the logic of 

Wollstonecraft’s arguments for women’s rights to mockingly make a case for the rights 

of animals, re-enforcing for many the ‘absurdity’ of both.  

 The publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of the Species and subsequent 

establishment of evolutionary discourse profoundly changed this concept of animals and 

the construction of gender. In his exploration of post-Darwinian literature, Bert Bender is 

quick to note the literary influence of a variety of evolutionary texts, the majority of 

which failed to secure the longevity of The Origin of Species (3). Bender observes that, in 

the wake of Darwinism: 

novelists who aspired to be realists were obliged to demonstrate 

their authority in interpreting the Darwinian view of life. Inevitably, 

they engaged in the social debate over sexual difference and the 

supposed evolutionary hierarchies of sex, race, class, and culture. (1) 

 Bender describes the post-Darwinian development of literary treatments of 

sexuality, observing that “at first, it was amusing for some of these early writers to 

critique love and even motherhood” by noting “animalistic aspects of human courtship” 

(1-2). The “sexual struggle” of humans became problematic because of it’s increasingly 

recognizable similarities to animal behavior, including the role of women in “selecting” 

their mates (2). This evolutionary role implied the reality of female desire and agency in 

sexual relationships, aspects of human nature traditionally constructed as unfeminine and 

even unnatural. Bender links the subsequent re-evaluation of women’s sexuality to Kate 
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Chopin and Edith Wharton, whose “darker stories of sexual love,” were influenced by 

and in part facilitated by the evolutionary discourse (2). 

 Evolutionary theory also changed cultural views and by extension literary 

representations of animals. In her study of animals in literature, Animal Victims, Marian 

Scholtmeijer marks the year Origin of the Species was published (1859) to mark the 

beginning of a “modern period of thought about animals,” and Darwin’s theory as “a 

crystallization of pre-existing forces in the history of ideas” which instigated an 

increasing cultural acceptance of animals as possible victims and “important beings” (7-

8). “Literature,” Scholtmeijer argues, “has caught the effects of the new status of animals 

in advance of other fields of thought” (8). Animal Victims describes the literary 

manifestation of post-Darwinian conceptualizations of the animal in terms of the 

(potentially resistant) animal victims in the work of authors like Jack London, Katherine 

Mansfield, D.H. Lawrence, John Steinbeck and William Faulkner, among many authors, 

citing these author symbolic use of animals in the context of conflict with the real, or 

literal animal.  

Vera Norwood relates these post-Darwinian changes in representations of animals 

and women to women’s literature to the 20th century environmental and women’s rights 

movements. Norwood is also particularly aware of the role race and ethnicity played in 

literary constructions of animals, noting that: 

Since the Victorian period, Euro-American women’s confinement to 

the landscape of the home has been symbolic of their “nature.” 

Biological models of women’s reproductive functions have been 

used to tie them more closely to animals and “explain” their 
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perceived lack of rationality and heightened emotionalism. 

Women’s dangerous links to nature seemingly justified bounding 

middle-class females within the domestic sphere. Home provided a 

safe haven, protecting women from themselves and from nature. 

(172) 

Their “issues” included “how to describe their responsibility within the community of all 

animal life” and how to “come into animal presence in the heart of their being” (173). By 

contrast (and in striking parallel to the later critiques of the feminism of the early-to-mid 

20th century), “inequalities rooted in centuries of racism have made it difficult for people 

of color to look at nature in the same way as Euro-Americans, or Euro-Americans to see 

racial minorities as equally sensitive to America’s flora and fauna” (172). The 

domesticity of white women was threatened by the “wild ‘other’” embodied by women of 

color, who, at, the most extreme, “became the model, in the most extreme readings of 

their ‘animal nature,’ of deviant sexual behavior” (175). She argues that, in the 20th 

century (mostly in the 1960s and 1970s) women of color used literature to subvert 

dominant ideology and find new ways of connecting their lives and experiences with 

animal life (175). Euro-American women, by contrast, struggled with conflicting ideas of 

the “tamed” animal and it’s potential, desirable wild counterpart (176). 

However, many 20th century feminists who recognized the role animal-likeness 

had played in women’s oppression resisted associating with animal causes, for 

comparative purposes or otherwise. They feared that by extension they would be 

enmeshed more deeply in those associated categories of ‘nature’ and irrationality 

constructed in opposition and inferior to culture and reason. Elizabeth Spelman described 
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this kind of fear as “somatophobia” (qtd. in Adams and Donovan 5). We can arguably 

find evidence of somatophobia in Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949), as when 

Beauvoir observes: 

In the mouth of a man the epithet female has the sound of an insult, 

yet he is not ashamed of his animal nature; on the contrary, he is 

proud if someone says of him ‘He is male!’ The term ‘female’ is 

derogatory not because it emphasizes woman’s animality, but 

because it imprisons her in her sex; and if this sex seems to man to 

be contemptible and inimical even in harmless dumb animals, it is 

evidently because of the easy hostility stirred up in him by woman. 

(3) 

Beauvoir goes on to describe how images of animals mating have been used as evidence 

of the ‘essential’ inferiority of women, noting how even the fiercest predators, like the 

lion and tigress, “bend slavishly” under what she feels is commonly interpreted as 

masculine sexual dominance (4). However, as the environmental and animal rights 

movements of the 20th century began to more fully develop along with the women’s 

rights movement, connections began to develop. This is most true of the later half of the 

century, in the wake of texts like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and Peter Singer’s 

Animal Liberation (1975).  Although women were disproportionately involved with the 

animal rights and welfare movements from the start, their interest was often dismissed or 

trivialized as part of their nurturing, maternal nature, (Peek et al 464).  

In the last decades of the century, critics began to question and theorize about the 

actual nature of these links. I was interested in examining literature written between the 
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1980’s to present for a number of reasons, the three most significant of which include 1) 

the possible influence of the animal and women’s movements of the previous decades, 2) 

the (hypothetical) emergent influence of developing post-feminist sentiment, and 3) the 

emergence of a variety of innovative, cross-disciplinary critical approaches to examining 

animals in relation to gender. I’ve noted those influences of the first point; the influence 

of the second is, admittedly, more ambiguous. Post-feminism refers to a “backlash” 

response to earlier feminist movements. Interestingly, popular and critical sources tend to 

offer conflicting views of this possible backlash. In “The Myth of Postfeminism,” Elaine 

J. Hall and Marnie Salupo Rodriguez establish four primary claims of the postfeminist 

argument asserted by various critics and journalists. These claims include 1) decreased 

support for a women’s movement from 1980-90; 2) increasing “anti-feminist” sentiment 

among certain groups, including ethnic minorities; 3) “irrelevance” of the feminist 

movement; and/or 4) the reluctance of women to define themselves as feminist despite 

their support of feminist causes (879). While recent polls do support that final claim in 

the context of the early 21st century (see Alfano 2005), Hall and Rodriguez found overall 

support for a “women’s movement” did not decrease in the 1980’s-90’s (898). What 

seems to have changed—and, by extension, arguably affected the most current status of 

feminism—is the popular conceptualization of feminism into what Joan Buschman and 

Silvio Lenart propose is a “negative cognitive frame” (qtd. in Hall and Rodriguez 898), a 

point they, along with Hall and Rodriguez, is generated by popular media. The oft-cited 

1998 Time cover-story “Is Feminism Dead?” relates this to a growing sentiment from the 

late 1970’s onward that feminism has become elitist, exclusionary (Bellafante 1).  
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 Given this last popular and academic criticism, it makes sense that critical 

feminism branched off in more inclusive directions in that same time frame, even if this 

branching-off may not have been as popularly publicized or valued as that “negative 

cognitive frame” view. Two of these branches most significant to my third claim and my 

thesis overall are ecocriticism (which becomes, in this context, ecofeminism) and, more 

recently, animal studies (also know as human-animal or critical animal studies). 

Ecofeminist criticism draws from ecrocriticism, an approach which Cheryl Glotfely 

describes as “the study of the relationship between literature and the physical 

environment” (qtd. in Barry 249)—a definition which doesn’t look especially promising 

to the specific study of animals as living beings. Ecofeminist theory relates this study of 

the “natural” to feminism, providing “a critique of the ontology of domination, wherein 

dominators are thought to be of a higher order of being than the dominated” (Donovan 

161). By relating the exploitation, abuse, and oppression of nature to that of women as 

associated by levels of their constructed exclusion from and inferiority to masculine 

culture, ecofeminism provides a discourse in which we can discuss the animal 

specifically. To some extent, however, the inclusion of the animal within this discourse 

relies on a view of the animal as, 1) part of “nature,” and 2) as metaphorically related to 

women via their likened constructed status and treatment.  

 Animal studies critics instead focus specifically on the role of the animal. They 

work, generally, with certain presuppositions of the “literal” animal as an independent 

being rather than part of a constructed “nature.” Ostensibly because this approach is often 

identified as rooted in Animal Liberation, animal studies critics, by and large, tend to be 

animal rights advocates who assume the literal animal’s inherent value. This assumption 



 11 

leads to some wildly cross-disciplinary work in the field. For instance, there is JM 

Coetzee’s seminal The Lives of Animals, a mix of fictional narrative and academic 

lectures in which we can see connections between the centralized subject of animal rights 

and associated concerns with apartheid and sexism. In more conventional academic form, 

Dagmar Lorenz’s essay “Man and Animal: The Discourse of Exclusion in a Literary 

Context,” relates the status of animals in the work of Holocaust survivors to dominative 

ideological structures that authorized violence against both.  

Animal studies criticism may also be coupled with feminist criticism. Usually, the 

associated feminist theoretical approach is a form of ecofeminism, a claim I make based 

on a critical tendency among feminist animal studies criticism to focus on the 

constructedness of animals in conjunction with gender. By extension, this focus often 

leads to analysis of how the construction of women and of animals leads to their 

victimization and inferiorization in relation to men, the human species, and culture. The 

anthology “Animals and Women: Feminist Theoretical Explorations,” is an excellent 

example of this kind of work. It includes, for instance, an essay by Joan Dunayer on the 

relationship between sexism and speciesism in language that utilizes animal behavior 

studies in it’s critique (17-18); an essay by Lynda Birke on the status of women and 

animals in science which at one point discusses the role of women in19th century 

antivivisectionist campaigns (34); and Reginald Abbot’s analysis of Virginia Woolf’s 

public response to the 1920 Plumage Bill, which she saw as gender-biased in its 

condemnation of the female consumer rather than the male hunter (264).  

My own theoretical approach to this thesis is based on this emergent hybridized 

feminist critical animal studies approach. It is, again, a relatively recent and thus 
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somewhat varied approach.2 Generally, the aims of this approach include 1) a critique of 

the construction of women and animals in relation to men, humans, and culture; 2) an 

analysis of the literal and symbolic interactions between animals and women; and 3) a 

focus on the development of female and animal subjectivity in relation to their traditional 

cultural otherness. Central to this approach seems to be a recurring dilemma of how to 

acknowledge literal, historically “other-ing” sex and species difference without 

compromising or devaluing represented women and animals. 

Although the three works I focus on in my chapters were published between the 

late 1980s and early 2000s, they are remarkably diverse in terms of genre and historical 

scope; not surprisingly, the authors of these works come from different social and ethnic 

backgrounds and publically identify (or do not identify) to very different degrees with 

feminism and/or animal causes.  

My first chapter focuses on Amy Hempel’s realist short-fiction in Collected 

Stories. Her work is the most contemporary, both in setting and publication dates (most 

of her work was published in the late 1990s and early 21st century). She is a staunch 

supporter of animal welfare who raises seeing eye dogs, volunteers for animal causes, 

and has spoken and written explicitly about animal advocacy, but not, to my knowledge, 

about feminism. She is white, solidly middle to upper class, and fairly liberal. My second 

chapter focuses on Alice Walker’s The Temple of My Familiar, and specifically on the 

character Lissie’s alternative history of otherness, wherein the evolving cultural status of 

sex, race, and animals are closely linked. Walker has written extensively about feminism 

and race as well as animal and environmental issues. Octavia Butler, who like Walker is 

                                                
2 See Birke’s “Intimate Familiarities” (2002) for an in depth exploration of the argument for combined 
feminist animal studies. 
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of African descent, is the author whose science fiction novel, Clay’s Ark, I explore in my 

final chapter. Whereas Hempel’s work is, content wise, contemporary, and Walker’s 

historical, Butler’s is speculative and set in a future well past the 21st century. Butler, a 

self described “feminist, a Black, a pessimist if I’m not careful,” does not seem—

publically, at least—to have any particular interest in animal rights or welfare. However, 

her work (like much science fiction) often involves complex reworking of the concept of 

the animal or ‘animality.’ 

 Ideally, I hope this thesis offers several things. The first is a re-evaluation of the 

particular value of animal studies in relation to feminism. I’ve found it extraordinarily 

difficult to find literary example of characters relating to animals in a way that did not 

involved some kind of gender-specific facet. Most prominently, compassion or concern 

toward literal animals is routinely constructed as feminine, while violence toward animals 

is masculine. In particular, mothers, birthing, and “maternal instinct” are commonly 

related to treatment of animals and not necessarily in positive ways. Often, dread of 

motherhood is described as dream of becoming a breeding animal. Ability or tendency to 

care for animals seems to be a means of establishing or reconciling with this fear of 

motherhood as a potentially “exploitative” reproductive function and motherhood in 

terms of potential incapacity to nurture children. Men’s violence, fear, or dismissal of 

animals is, by contrast, associated by like attitudes toward women.  

 Because attitudes toward animals are so strongly associated with gender, animals 

also often become sources for empowering, homosocial bonds between women. While 

we do see the occasional man affording animals with respect or kindness, it is 
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overwhelmingly women who bond over animals as role-models of compassion or as 

victims whose victimization promotes women’s solidarity as protectors.  

 I find this role to be singularly problematic, as it can lead to a particular kind of 

essentialism, more so considering the cultural conceptual tradition of likening women to 

animals and by extension Peter Barry’s claim that a primary goal of feminist criticism 

and literature is to “challenge representations of women as ‘Other,’ as ‘lack,’ as part of 

‘nature’” (134).  In her essay, “The Role of Animals in Women’s Fiction,” Marian 

Scholtmeijer proposes a theory for the way the common identification of women with 

animals within literature works, one which I think potentially does allow us to see these 

“feminine” constructed relationships with animals as a means of asserting and validating 

the subjectivity of women and animals: 

The injustices suffered by women—the suppression, silencing, and 

violence—are arguably an extension of the more easily identified 

abuse of animals. The otherness of animals from an androcentric 

perspective finds a correlate in the more radical otherness of the 

animal from an anthropocentric perspective. On both scores—the 

magnitude of abuse and the extent of alienation—the analogue of 

animal otherness is an idea that can serve to free women from the 

equivocation that might lead them to collude with their abusers. If 

the object of feminism is to defeat androcentric culture, then animals 

offer an ideational model for ontological defiance. (232) 

 In turn, I’d like to relate this to a the recent ideas proposed by Derrida in the 2003 

interview “Eating Well” about how we establish ourselves as cultural subjects. Derrida, 
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whose interests have lately turned to the ethical status of animals, argues that we continue 

(as a culture) to devour meat and relate it to masculinity as a literal expression of our 

subjective devouring of otherness (114). A subject “does not want just to master and 

possess nature actively. In our cultures, he accepts sacrifice and eats flesh” literally, as an 

expression of heterosexual virility, and figuratively, in the form of others (including 

human others) as substance for erecting the self (114). This figurative, anthropophagy 

and carnivory is a means by which an individual and a culture constructs “their most 

elevated socius, indeed the sublimity of their morality, their politics and their right” by 

consuming the other as a means of “denegation” of that other’s potentially autonomous, 

different subjectivity (114-15). “Vegetarians, too, partake of animals, even of men,” he 

notes, suggesting their assertion of ethical superiority is in itself a denegation (115). 

Derrida offers a solution to carno-phallogocentrism; “eating well” which he imagines as 

an interaction wherein one is “learning-to-give-the-other-to-eat” and interaction which is 

mutually beneficial (115). 

 One big problem with Scholtmeijer’s model is that women in it potentially do not 

“eat well” as subjects but instead use the symbolic animal in a way most convenient to 

their own developing subjectivity. If women were to “eat well” of animal otherness, 

women would theoretically be giving the more “literal” animal something; ostensibly, the 

ethical status we as humans enjoy. I think these works show a mix of both kinds of 

representations, representations which are closely tied to the “type” of animal (e.g. 

domestic, wild) utilized. When the animal is already integrated into the human social 

sphere and seems to collude with it by occupying a human-like place, its represented 

victimization tends to fail to change the subject-status of women or animals. When the 
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animal is constructed as something outside of, but with an alternative value to culture, it 

tends to gain value, and women tend to become empowered; ideas I’ll explore more fully 

in my analysis in the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER 1: AMY HEMPEL’S PRESENT 

Beyond “All in the Sentences”: Gender, Animals, and Culture in Collected Stories 

 

When I proposed writing about Amy Hempel, one of the most common responses I heard 

from those familiar with her work was, “why so many dogs?” It is a question which 

inevitably comes up during interviews with Hempel, whose own responses range from 

the maudlin (“they are just such pure beings”) to the blunt fact of their being in her day to 

day life (Hempel raises seeing-eye dogs) (Wagner 1). However oversimplified that later 

answer might seem, it’s one which often seems to escape critical notice in a variety of 

cultural discourses. In his book, “Some We Love, Some We Hate, Some We Eat,” Hal 

Herzog notes that although “about two out of three Americans live with animals” with 

whom they often have “deep personal relationships,” the nature of these human-animal 

interactions is often ignored by more serious academic or scientific discourses as “trivial’ 

(17).  Herzog’s observation is certainly consistent with critical reception of Hempel’s 

work, despite, again, the extraordinary prevalence of domestic “pet” animals in her 

stories. Further, a number of “wild,” or non-domesticated, animal species are referenced 

throughout Collected Stories. These species, too, loom large in the minds of socially 

alienated, (predominantly) female protagonists struggling to establish their social 

relationships with other people as well as their individual autonomy. I argue that these 

two kinds of animal presence, pet and wild, play different and significant roles in shaping 

women’s identity, often in relation to a culture repeatedly referenced as masculine and 

emotionally remote.  
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I would like to focus this discussion on the epistolary novella, “Tumble Home.” 

“Tumble Home,” involves many of the most common tropes of Hempel’s fiction, 

including a socially alienated female, often (as here) psychologically unstable 

protagonist, an absent mother figure, 3 and an emotionally distant, possibly misogynistic 

male lover. “Tumble Home” is framed as a series of letters written by a young woman in 

a psychiatric rehabilitation center to a famous painter. The painter’s romantic or sexual 

rejection of the obsessive narrator is the most immediate cause of the psychological 

breakdown and subsequent suicide attempt which originally landed the narrator in the 

center; however, as the narrative progresses, the narrator’s mental and emotional 

instability is increasingly related to her mother’s suicide. The mother, we learn, went to 

art school with the painter but was deterred from or abandoned her own artistic pursuits, a 

decision which seems to have embittered her to the domestic life shared with the narrator, 

who was fairly young (possibly a teenager) when her mother overdosed on the narrator’s 

medication.  

Because he is the narrator’s primary link to the outside, normative world, and 

because he is so reverently situated as a figure of ultimate artistic authority and merit, the 

painter becomes representative of culture which we see promoting men and 

disproportionately dismissing, abandoning, and alienating women. Women are routinely 
                                                
3 While the absent-mother, and particularly the suicidal-mother, is a recurrent trope throughout Collected 
Stories, “Tom Rock Through The Eels” arguably presents us with both this quintessential ‘absent mother’ 
and its opposite, the longed-for, ‘ideal mother’. A young, female narrator prepares to visit her grandmother, 
who wants to reminisce about “the good times with your mother” (184). The character’s memories of her 
actual mother, who committed suicide, are so negative she tries instead to list and use the examples of her 
friends’ mothers. The eighteen anecdotes she compiles form a construction of the ideal-mother as a 
combination of friend and defender. The ideal mother is irreverent, protective, and considerate. She is also 
a positive and important force in teaching her daughter about men, initiating the daughter into the rituals of 
sexuality (“MRS. ROSS let Susan keep her underwear in a fondue pot sprayed with Estee Lauder”) and 
gently protecting them (“MRS. SMITH, when our slips were showing, said, ‘it’s snowing down South’”) 
(186). In contrast, the narrator remembers the absent mother telling her that when a man proposed, what he 
meant was “you looked nice in that dress, or they liked your hair that way” (185). While the good mother 
listens, the absent mother is ultimately remembered for silencing her daughter. 
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referenced as the objects of art. The painter specializes in female nudes, who the narrator 

suspects he may have misogynistic sexual relationships with and who he may dismiss as 

devastatingly and coldly as he has her. The only other woman we see involved in this art 

culture is the narrator’s mother, who is deterred by it and relegated to the role of a docent 

at a museum. Only one male patient is mentioned in the narrator’s descriptions of the 

center, suggesting that, for whatever reason, women are more likely to feel or to be 

perceived as unable to function or fit into this culture.  

The implicit tension between the female narrator and culture as epitomized by the 

painter seems to shape her narrative form.  “Tumble Home” opens with an attempt to 

establish the nature of letters and the justification for writing them. The narrator writes: 

I have written letters that are failures, but I have written few, I think, 

that are lies. Trying to reach a person means asking the same 

question over and over again: Is this the truth, or not? I begin this 

letter to you, then, in the western tradition. If I understand it, the 

western tradition is: Put your cards on the table. (233) 

This establishes tension between the perceived reality of the narrator and that of the artist. 

“The truth” could be read as both the most basic facts of the artist’s contact information 

and as which perspective—the writer or the intended recipient—is valid, is “true.” We 

can see the narrator struggling to establish authorial authority by situating her letter 

“within the western tradition,” itself a puzzling detail; the letter, as a historical form, is 

arguably as often a source of concealment or manipulation as one of truth. Having tried to 

assert her definition of her chosen form, the narrator tries to justify it as “easier” when 

“your life has been tipped over and pulled out,” an allusion to her mental breakdown, 
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following which “we can say anything” (233). She muses, “although maybe not,” 

comparing her situation to fishing; “the lighter the line, the easier it is to get your lure 

down deep” (233). “Having delivered myself of this manly analogy,” she continues, “I 

see it not as a failure, but as a lie,” suggesting that masculine-analogy is inapplicable to 

her narrative (233). The narrator settles, for now, on the following justification: “How 

can I possibly put an end to this when it feels so good to pull sounds from my body and 

show them to you?” (233). The implication that the letter is a way of seeking validation 

from him is sexualized in the subsequent lines, which refer to her narrative as “my 

lipstick, my lingerie, my high heels” (244).  

 Superficially, it’s clear that primarily the narrator’s obsession with the painter 

keeps her psychically imprisoned, even after she is cleared to leave the center itself.  

Again, the trauma of her mother’s suicide is also an obvious factor in the narrator’s 

inability to leave the center. However, in stark contrast to her fixation with the painter, 

the narrator refuses to reconcile with the memory of her mother, who is initially 

dehumanized and dismissed as evil, as bad. The narrator’s underlying dread of the mother 

is correlated by her dread and repugnance toward motherhood in general.  

  The narrator’s abandonment by these emotionally manipulative human relations is 

contrasted by her interactions, literal and imagined, with animals. Where the painter and 

mother seem cruelly disinterested in the narrator as a person, animals pay attention. The 

first major animal presence we see is the talking gorilla who she remembers encountering 

shortly before meeting the artist for tea. The narrator recalls the experience as she 

described it previously to the experience to the artist. At the gorilla’s request, the narrator 

shows her the contents of her purse. The gorilla likes the lipstick and green-rimmed 
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glasses, items which contextually come off less as manifestations of constructed 

femininity and more like the narrator’s most personal and individual items of adornment. 

The narrator shows the gorilla an invitation to an opening at a gallery, to which the 

gorilla responds, “‘lousy painting!’ Because she [the gorilla] paints, too. I wish I could 

tell people here what you [the artist] said to that, ‘They all do’” (241). As the gorilla 

appreciates the narrator’s items of self-adornment, the narrator appreciates the gorilla’s 

art, and readily identifies the gorilla as a fellow painter; the male-artist, contrastingly, 

mocks and dismisses the gorilla’s art. This implies an emergent solidarity between 

narrator and animal, one perhaps furthered by the excluded tone of the artist’s next 

comment, “I envy you your gorilla” (241). The narrator’s easy dismissal of the animal’s 

expression parallels his dismissal of women, including the narrator, the narrator’s mother, 

and the female nudes he paints. Later, the narrator brings up the gorilla again, relating the 

gorilla’s spurned sexual advances toward another gorilla to her own advances toward the 

artist; the difference being the relative utilitarian passionless-ness of the gorilla’s action 

(she, along with the male gorilla, are being pressured to mate by their keepers) and the 

underlying obsession of the narrator (275). 

The first memory of the gorilla gives us early evidence of the narrator’s self-

perceived alignment with animals as well as possible connections between their status in 

the view of the artist, whose view in turn represents that of dominant masculine culture. 

Immediately after that first memory, we are introduced to the animal shelter dogs. The 

dogs are brought in as therapy early on in the patient recovery process. As they become 

more functional, patients have the opportunity to leave their sanctuary for the animal 

sanctuary, where they may volunteer to walk and care for the dogs. The narrator recounts:  
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The first time I walked one of the nearby shelter dogs, I broke into 

futile tears. I said to one of the counselors, “There are twelve million 

others in this country alone that I am not able to help!” And she said, 

“It doesn’t have to be complete, your help. The goal is not to erase 

the problem. You do it to make the choice, to give and get joy in this 

life.” 

 And I said to her, still in tears, “But it is not enough!” And then 

I asked her, “What is enough? Enough energy, attention, effort, et 

cetera.” She said, “The answer lies in the practice. In balance with 

what comes naturally.” I sad, “How can I, a six,4 help anyone else 

until I am better?” And she said, “Helping someone else can make 

you better.” (265) 

This seems like an easy, heart-warming consensus on healing; however, we see this 

sentiment complicated as the letters progress. The animal shelter theoretically allows 

patients to gradually accept and cope with responsibility in a way that will facilitate their 

reintegration into human society. Instead, we see characters whose preference for animals 

supersedes their interest in humans, and further whose concern for animals gets in the 

way of their ability to function socially. Karen, the patient most vested in the dogs, 

describes skipping an important job interview to rescue an injured pigeon, a decision 

which the narrator realizes Karen does not regret. This behavior, like Karen’s insistence 

on attending church services solely to pray for dogs, might appear harmlessly eccentric 

were it not correlated with her failure to overcome her crippling social anxiety around 

even the few fellow patients with whom she lives.  
                                                
4 Referenced earlier as her ranking on the institution’s 1-10 scale of mental health (Hempel 234). 
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The narrator’s associations between dogs and her memories or ideas about 

mothers, men, and the painter are also conflicted, as evidenced in the text surrounding her 

descriptions of a dog named Shauna. Shauna is a recent mother whose ten puppies had to 

be weaned early because her body couldn’t support them. When the narrator takes 

Shauna for a walk, she notes the painful and grotesque wounds of mastitis. Shauna’s 

“belly sagged, and was covered in long scabs” (270). The narrator also is overwhelmed 

by the puppies. They cry and try to nurse from her, “clinging” and “moving in a single 

mass” (270). That neediness and the scars are emblematic of the narrator’s anxiety and 

guilt concerning her mother’s suicide—emotions which she avoids by instead making her 

mother a scapegoat. Shauna, rather than provide a model of ideal motherhood, seems to 

confirm its burdens and force the narrator to further suppress the memory of her mother’s 

domestic depression. 

Interestingly, for all its implications, the narrator explicitly links this description 

of Shauna to the artist before the mother. She jumps from framing Shauna’s 

companionship as her “consolation” to asking whether the artist’s consolation was a 

woman. This link strengthens the parallels between the unrequited, unequal heterosexual 

relationship and the relationship between women and pets. The contrasts between these 

relationships, i.e. the former as abusive and the latter as redemptive, are made even 

clearer in the next association, wherein the narrator relates an episode of “humiliation” 

following a one-night stand only to frame this humiliation as possible “consolation” for 

the artist as reader (271).  

 Though it’s tempting to read the narrator’s relationship with Shauna as 

potentially allowing the narrator to empathize with and humanize motherhood, the focus 
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on physical damage followed by an insistent centralization of and subjugation to the artist 

proves it is problematic. Indeed, the next time motherhood and the narrator’s specific 

mother is brought up is when the narrator recounts: 

Chatty told Karen one thing’s for sure—when you have a child, your 

dog becomes a pet. That would not happen to me. I can’t stand the 

sound of a person eating, but I love the sound of a dog crunching 

down on kibble. I love a dog’s appetite. The appetite of a baby is a 

frightening thing to me. I watch a mother spoon food into her baby’s 

mouth, then spoon back in what the baby spits out; to me, it is the 

job of spackling. If I had a baby, I would change overnight from a 

woman who worries about the calories in the glue of an envelope to 

someone who goes to the corner for coffee, a nightgown showing 

beneath my coat, the hem of that gown clawed to shreds by a cat. 

 My mother gave away my dogs; when she died, she died with 

cats. A calico cat sat tucked like a hen on her chest, as though it 

were hatching her death. (273) 

Motherhood and the individual mother is constructed, again, as respectively 

dehumanizing and dehumanized. The detail about the cat here is particularly interesting. 

Cats are generally constructed as feminine, while dogs are masculine, an association 

which suggests we read the cat as symbolically strengthening the mother’s association 

with the feminine.  It also affirms the commonness of bonds specifically between women 

and animals, bonds which we don’t see men having with animals in “Tumble Home” and 

see only rarely in Collected Stories as a whole. The artist, the narrator notes, does not 
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seem to have a pet, and Warren, the only other male patient described extensively, has no 

interest in the shelter dogs and is first seen in the letters setting a cat adrift on a chunk of 

ice. The other man we see at the asylum, a gardener, repeatedly struggles to kill the 

resident moles. 

That the mother gave away the narrator’s own dog is also important in terms of 

the narrator’s characterization (and vilification) of the mother as controlling. Giving away 

the dog asserts her control both obviously in relation to the narrator and, less obviously, 

as a way of disempowering the narrator by eliminating that particular human-pet 

relationship which we see places the human in a benevolent but dominant role. Spitefully, 

the narrator notes that she cried when her dog died but not when her mother did. Though 

she briefly tries to muster some guilt, she justifies that her mother “never slept with her 

head on my stomach, or licked my face awake” as the dog did (281). 

 The role of the pet animal here as part of a human social sphere and as a 

participant in social relationships of dependency and dominance obviously limits the 

constructive potential of human-pet relationships. Enmeshed in culture and interacted 

with primarily because of their dependency on and need of human care, dogs offer, at 

best, “consolation.” At worst, their identification with women only accentuates the real or 

perceived vulnerability and victimization of both. The only alternative they offer to the 

cultural and sexual problems represented by the artist is another rehabilitation center, 

where, cloistered away, women may reward the dog’s goodness with the validation and 

love they expected from, in the narrator’s case, the artist and mother.  

Perhaps this is why, near the close of the letters, the narrator returns to wild 

animals. Significant to the themes of motherhood is the dolphin anecdote, which the 
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narrator heard from a woman at a bar years before. It is described as “the good baby 

story,” suggesting its significance as a more positive perspective on motherhood (284). In 

the story, a pregnant woman goes into labor after her husband’s boat sinks and he has 

been pulled away by the current. A pod of dolphins assists the woman, saving the baby, 

chattering “‘like children’” (285). In gratitude, the woman names her daughter Dolphina, 

effectively merging what to the narrator’s mind is the idealized-animal (which both needs 

and provides affection) and baby (which only takes). 

 The narrator recalls that after telling her the story, the other woman: 

left the bar before I did; a drunken man took her place. He leaned 

into me and said, “I see in your dark eyes that you have suffered, 

and you have compassion, and I have suffered, and I have 

compassion, and I see in your eyes that I can say things to you—” 

 “My eyes are blue,” I said. (285) 

 Given the narrator’s repeatedly described tendency towards submissive behavior, 

particularly toward men, her specific recollection and relation to the artist of this 

resistance to the drunk is significant. The imposition of the drunk’s vision recalls an 

earlier point in which the narrator questions the extent to which the artist imposes himself 

on the women he paints.  

There are a few subsequent suggestions the narrator’s developing resistance to the 

artist, as in when, between interlaced memories of her mother and the suicide of one of 

the artist’s rejected models, the narrator writes: 

One of the counselors here asked a single loaded question. She 

asked if anyone deserved that kind of loyalty. The loyalty that would 
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require the end of my life, as well. It was the first time I believed the 

claim that you can help a person more by asking the right question 

than by giving them the answer. (288) 

This questioning, which seems contextually to be about her relationship with the painter, 

is followed by sections which progressively centralize her mother, herself, and their 

artistic identities. The narrator recalls how her mother, who went to school with the 

painter, married while the painter went on to fame.  Her mother seemed to have 

internalized a sense of hopeless inferiority. The narrator recalls that, “‘You’re good,’ my 

mother seemed to say to herself, in fact, you’re very good. You’re just not good enough” 

(289). “What was left of her gift,” the narrator goes on, manifested itself in an argument 

with a house painter who the mother insisted “was unable to mix ‘her’ blue” (289).  

 Because the novella is structurally dependent on the artist as the reader, it is 

fundamentally challenging, if not impossible, to imagine an ending where the narrator is 

fully autonomous from him. She does not leave the asylum, but she does, for the first 

time, refer to herself as “the letter writer,” a title I read contextually as a move toward 

establishing her own artistic identity (300). The final scene she describes is set in a sea-

side sanctuary for birds. It is set up as an alternative to the constructed sanctuary of the 

rehabilitation center, one where she, previously so unworthy of the painter’s concern, is 

herself among egrets “worthy of your brush” and notes the starfish stranded on the beach 

become “a sandy galaxy within reach” reinforcing the idea of an alternate world (301).  

 We can see, in “Tumble Home,” the emergence of certain patterns in the 

representations and relations of women and animals. The pet animals—mostly the dogs—

function to provide the narrator with a relational role structurally similar to her role in 
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relation to the artist, a relation of real or perceived dependency, on one side, and power 

on the other.  Because pets are so prominent in Hempel’s work, I’d like to look briefly at 

how they operate in a few others pieces where their representation in relation to women is 

focused differently, i.e. on their related victimization via abandonment, on the 

oppositional force of the masculine dominance, and in the similarities in social status in 

relation to men.  

In “At the Animal Shelter,” women whose lovers have left them re-enact their 

abandonment via animals, which they visit to coddle and “claim” (calling them, for 

instance, “Mama’s baby”) only to leave them at the shelter (157). The story’s narrator 

relates the victimization of the women to the animals but suggests adopting animals as a 

potential solution, or end to the cycle. In “At the Gates of the Animal Kingdom,” a 

nanny, Mrs. Carlin, is haunted by images of animal exploitation and abuse. She sees the 

boys she cares for socialized into compliance with this abuse. When she catches the 

youngest calling a cat “by a string of endearments,” she sees he is embarrassed. As the 

boy “tries to recover” by telling Mrs. Carlin that his father calls the cat “‘the cockroach,’” 

Mrs. Carlin observes that the boy’s “look suggests that someone else has caught him like 

this and will not let him forget it—his brother, Mrs. Carlin feels certain” (164). 

Ultimately, the pervasiveness of this cultural acceptance and even promotion of animal 

denigration, and by extension abuse, overwhelms Mrs. Carlin, who collapses—fatally, it 

seems—under a deluge of visualizations of victimized animals. 

 The ambiguously anthropomorphic status of pets makes them potential 

competitors. In “Nashville Gone To Ashes,” the narrator, a recent widow, struggles to 

reconcile with the memory of her late husband (Forest E. Lee, nicknamed Flea). The 
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narrator is fixated on Flea’s failure to express any difference in his love for their many 

pets and his love for her. Flea loved the animals “no matter what they did. It’s what I got, 

too. I wanted conditions” (23). Flea’s favorite dog, Nashville, is remembered by the 

narrator in terms which suggest her as a symbolic mistress to Flea. Nashville was 

“worshipped” by Flea (19). In the couple’s later years, when they decide to keep separate 

bedrooms, Nashville even replaces the narrator in Flea’s bed. When Flea dies, Nashville 

deliberately starves herself. The narrator imagines that Nashville “died of a broken 

heart,” which in turn causes the narrator to feel “upstaged” (Hempel 23). The story ends 

with the narrator’s realization that she herself has failed to “differentiate” between human 

and animal, and has given a beggar food for his dog but left nothing for the beggar to eat, 

thus situating the beggar and dog as competitors (25). 

 In “Nashville” and “At the Animal Shelter,” women are psychically trapped by 

their desire for sexual validation from men. They cope with men’s failures to provide this 

validation via the animals, which are antagonized and victimized in ways which 

functionally aim to establish human dominance and superiority. The proposed resolution 

to these stories seems to be realizing the “goodness” of pets, or that they can offer loyally 

the kind of consistent devotion these women try to offer to men without what the women 

feel to be deserved reciprocation.  

 While this resolution, particularly in Nashville, suggests kinder, more emotionally 

symbiotic relationships, embracing the idealized pet animal doesn’t challenge or resist the 

cultural issues which give women the kinds of expectations and self-images that grant 

men the dominative control they have in the minds of women. A huge factor in this is the 

issue of constructed roles. To perform femininity, for these women, often means to show 
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submissive acquiescence, something brought up explicitly in “Tumble Home.” It’s an 

acquiescence to the will and desire and views of, generally, their heterosexual partners, 

who they are expected or feel they are expected to take care of in ways we don’t see 

reciprocated emotionally or more tangibly (in “Nashville,” the narrator paid for the 

husband’s veterinary practice). Similarly, even when they do not care for pets, the general 

expectation is that they “should” just as, in “Tumble Home,” the narrator feels expected 

to care for children. Embracing the pet, then, could be read as a means by which women 

can successfully perform a constructed role they feel failed at in relation to humans. 

 Wild animals are contrastingly referenced in ways which delineate from cultural 

or social conventions. They allow protagonists to express sentiments which go against 

normative views, or what Verna Norwood might call the “domestication” of women 

(176). While representations of these wild animals are relatively scarce, they do come up, 

including in Hempel’s most celebrated story, “In the Cemetery Where Al Jolson is 

Buried,” where we see another talking gorilla. Like “Tumble Home,” “In the Cemetery 

Where Al Jolson is Buried” is a story preoccupied with conflicts of narrative. In “In the 

Cemetery Where Al Jolson is Buried,” the female narrator describes her final visit to a 

hospital bound, terminally ill friend. It is a memory as painful and potentially devastating 

as, the narrator explains, seeing one’s limb torn off and dying of fear—“so I hadn’t dared 

to look any closer. But now I’m doing it—and hoping that I will live through it” (Hempel 

31). The narrative of telling the story as it “actually” happened is at conflict with a 

recognizable social narrative of how we “should” react in the narrator’s situation; how we 

should feel, how we should act, and how we should interpret the experience. Ostensibly, 

this “normal” narrative would require the narrator to feel sympathy for her friend, to stay 
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with her, and to mourn selflessly. Instead, the narrator fears her friend’s illness. When the 

narrator sees that her friend has prepared an extra bed in her hospital room, she feels 

irrationally threatened, recalling, “it hit me like an open coffin. She wants every minute, I 

thought. She wants my life” (36). 

Before the night is over, the narrator flees. “I was supposed to offer something. 

The Best Friend. I could not even offer to come back. I felt weak and small and failed. 

Also,” she confesses, “exhilarated” (38). The narrator recognizes the socially-scripted 

narrative she has failed to conform to, fantasizing how she could retell the story, invent or 

exaggerate affectionate details like “a kiss through surgical gauze,” or say that she stayed 

the night (39).  Her friend’s death has failed to offer closure, however, and tormented by 

guilt and dread of death, the narrator has been led to re-confront her actual experience via 

the narrative which is the story. The narrator’s assertion of her own experience over an 

acknowledged social-script is paralleled by the animal stories she could tell only partially 

to her dying friend.  

“In the Cemetery Where Al Jolson is Buried” opens with the dying friend asking 

the narrator to “tell me things I won’t mind forgetting” (29). The narrator, despite her 

obvious unease, acquiesces, focusing on cutesy or odd animal stories, which the friend 

prefers “as long as they’re not the sick kind.” The narrator begins to tell her about a 

gorilla, starting with that “when they taught the first chimp to talk, it lied” adding, “but 

she was a mother, so I guess she had her reasons” (30). Attempting to segue into a more 

serious discussion, the narrator goes on; “there’s more, but it will break your heart” (30).  

The friend, still in denial of her disease, refuses to hear it, as she subsequently refuses to 

allow the narrator to complete other animal stories and correspondingly to openly discuss 
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their situation. In her final attempt to find closure, the narrator ends the piece by returning 

to the gorilla and that “more” which “will break your heart” (30).  When the chimp’s 

baby died, the narrator recalls, the chimp stood over the body: 

Her wrinkled hands moving with animal grace, forming again and 

again the words: Baby, come hug, Baby, come hug, fluent now in 

the language of grief (40). 

 The animal here functions symbolically to illustrate the underlying grief of the 

narrator, a grief the narrator was unable to express in her social interactions with the 

friend. Whereas the dialogue between narrator and friend is so painfully constructed, so 

sanitized, the gorilla’s is expressive—both of her longing for intimacy stolen and the 

inability of language to address directly the enormity and meaning of loss.  

Just as the narrator repeatedly finds language and socially-acceptable narrative to be a 

barrier to understanding, relating, and expressing directly her own grief, the gorilla’s 

grief is visible only through language which fails to literally recognize loss (the gorilla is 

signing as if the baby were still alive).  

 The social script the narrator feels so devastatingly guilty for not following seems 

gendered. She repeatedly notes the female nurses who had become the dying woman’s 

friends, and the narrator envies their intimacy, their ease. Her own dread seems selfish 

and unforgivable in contrast (again, the literal exchange of tangibles, that the nurses are 

paid, isn’t acknowledged). The one male really present in the memory, the doctor, has the 

symbolic ability to “give” life by telling the friend she has extra months to live the 

narrator cannot imagine the friend having (26). The male-doctor can validate the dying 

woman sexually (through their flirtations) and validate her future existence, while the 
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female nurses can relate to the dying woman as caregivers, nurturers, comforters. The 

narrator can’t provide her friend with the hope/validation of hope the doctor can as a 

figure with power. Nor can she console the friend, or even relate to her as equals because 

the friend has become so terrifyingly other to the narrator.  

The gorilla image then becomes even more interesting because it symbolically 

identifies the narrator as a mother. This is another manifestation of that absent human 

mother juxtaposed by a maternal animal motif we’ve seen before (for example, with 

Shauna in “Tumble Home”). Further, it suggests the narrator’s own sense of her 

appropriate place in relation to the friend, a place which, like the absent human mother, 

she failed to fulfill because of her conflicting obligations to herself as an individual who 

wants to “live through it” (31). Rather than give the narrator a way to fulfill that role, the 

gorilla remains separate, removed from the social sphere in which other characters have 

relationships with pets. 

The gorilla symbolically offers correlate for the narrator’s struggle to express her 

experience of grief in a culture whose language and social strictures fail to acknowledge 

its complexity. It also offers a metaphor that allows the narrator to show us her grief in a 

way which is somehow rawer and more immediately sympathetic than her described 

human experience. Perhaps the gorilla’s grief seems intensified because it is less 

expected and less scripted than human grief, which we flatter ourselves by imagining as 

more simplified and selfless than in the narrator’s experience. Compare this to the 

narrator’s perception of Nashville’s grief in “Nashville Gone to Ashes” and we can see 

further evidence of how the pet animal’s cultural status potentially makes the pet a social-

competitor rather than symbol. 
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Both instances of the talking gorilla are somewhat problematic because of the 

narrator’s tendency to project their human culture into reading animal behavior. 

However, because the gorillas, though not fully “wild,” are bound to a sphere separate 

from the social (and most importantly the domestic) one of these human characters, they 

can be referenced in different ways. As part of her argument that gender studies and 

animal studies are importantly related, Linda Birke asserts that, “domestication, indeed, 

could be a historical process of performances of the roles of companion animal and 

human caretaker, deeply intertwined” (“Intimate Familiarities” 432). The gorilla’s 

performance is still “evolving,” as, one hopes, are the gendered performances of these 

narrators; in contrast, the performances of pet animals and characters are intertwined and 

feed off each other in ways that tend to accord with the shared social expectation of both 

to be unconditionally loving and loyal. In other words, the idealized pet is “good” in the 

ways these women feel they should and want to appear to be, while the gorilla is 

perceived as being flawed and contradictory like the women understand, often guiltily, 

themselves to be as people. The passing mentions of other wild animals, like those at the 

conclusion of “Tumble Home,” are more removed from these kinds of moral judgments.  

In conclusion, the relationship between women and animals in Hempel’s work 

proves inconsistent with Scholtmeijer’s “animal analogue” as applied to the pet animal. 

Rather than offer an “ideational model” for defiance or resistance to collusion with 

oppressive cultural constructs, the pet does seem to collude with culture, and therefore 

allows its own victimization. In turn, it is an ineffective model for empowerment. The 

wild animal comes closer to defiance/resistance or, as in “In the Cemetery Where Al 
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Jolson is Buried,” metaphorically suggests shortcomings or fallacies of culturally 

constructed norms for emotion and expression.  

The different roles which different types of animals can play are important to 

thinking about the “disquieting atmosphere” (Wagner 1) as representative of our present. 

They suggest our contemporary, conflicting view of animals. The promotion of idealized 

pets in the human social sphere appears positive because it presupposes their value and 

worth as like that of humans. However, it’s evident the socially constructed and 

ostensibly performed role pets play is problematic. Their literal dependency on humans 

(for food, shelter) is related to the dependency women feel, usually toward men, for 

external validation. In Derrida’s terms, we can imagine pet animals as carno-

phallogocentrically consumed here, as women assert their agency and subjectivity in 

relation to pet animals. This often happens first through identification, when women 

identify with unjustly abandoned, victimized pet, whose “goodness” validates the 

injustice of the woman’s experience. Second, the woman’s own “goodness,” particularly 

her capacity to nurture, is proved through her care for the pet.   

 This is ostensibly a form of failing to “eat well,” in that it often oversimplifies or 

anthropomorphizes the pet for the sake of establishing the moral superiority of the female 

subject among other humans. We rarely, with the exception of “Nashville,” see the 

difference of pets acknowledged, and absence which suggests only their likeness is 

valued. The gorilla is used in a somewhat better way; however, even its difference from 

humans is largely ignored.  

 These kinds of patterns will be important to the following chapters. Further, I 

would argue feminist animal studies readings of Hempel’s work have intertextual 
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significance in re-evaluating her fiction in relation to other literature. Hempel, as a noted 

previously, seems most to be commonly read in the context of minimalism, and is very 

often related to Raymond Carver. While in many ways this is a positive positioning, I feel 

that statements like Rick Moody’s “it’s all about the sentences” (Moody xvii) tend to 

overshadow readings of the content of Collected Stories. Looking at this from a feminist 

and animal studies perspective allows us to see, for example, how Hempel’s conflicted 

portrayals of “domesticated” middle-class, women (whose race or ethnicity are never 

mentioned) and domesticated versus wild animals might related to Norwood’s argument 

that, for Euro-American writers, “Victorian domesticity sanitized women’s sexuality and 

tamed the animals (human and nonhuman) of home,” causing them to work progressively 

throughout the 20th century to “reinvest themselves and their animal familiars with a 

wildness at the center of nature” (176). In Collected Stories, that “wildness” is arguably 

found in the emotions, opinions, and desires women repress in order to act in a socially 

acceptable way; domesticity, in contrast, is the force shaping what in Birke’s claim are 

the performances of both women and animals.  

 We could use this relation of Hempel to the theories proposed by critics like 

Norwood and Birke to re-situate it within as part of a gynocentric literary tradition, a 

tradition which seems to have a particular trajectory of evolving portrayals of animals. 

This could be particularly valuable in a generic context. In the introduction to American 

Women Short Story Writers, Julie Brown outlines how feminist critical evaluations of 

short stories are relatively limited (Brown xvi-xx). This potential use of a feminist animal 

studies reading of her work is yet another reason among many which demonstrate its 

potential beyond simply “all in the sentences.” 
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CHAPTER 2: ALICE WALKER’S PAST 

Histories of Animal and Human Otherness in The Temple of My Familiar 

 

Verna Norwood argues that in the 20th century, “for many women of color, their specific 

choice to write about familiar animals brings to the surface problematic visions of 

uncontrolled sexuality,” a problem which she argues these women confront with 

subversions of dominant ideology and innovative kinds of connections between 

themselves and animals (Norwood 175). Alice Walker’s The Temple of My Familiar is in 

many ways exemplary of this trend, most particularly that “subversion” part. The novel 

repeatedly allies women and animals (and racial minorities) only to assert the 

“essentialness” of this alliance in relation to an inferior patriarchal social structure and 

culture. It establishes this alliance as historical; indeed, as foundational to human social 

evolution.   

Unlike Collected Stories, The Temple of My Familiar has received serious critical 

consideration within the field of animal studies (including by Scholtmeijer in “The Role 

of the Animal in Women’s Fiction,” 1995). Given the existence of more general animal 

studies and feminist (or womanist) treatments of the novel, I would like to focus my 

analysis on the role of the animal in relation to the character of Lissie. Lissie has 

memories of previous lives spanning back millennia. Together, these memories provide a 

historical perspective which centralizes otherness and creates solidarity between women, 

racial minorities, and animals. It’s a historical narrative which deliberately defies 

comparable dominant Western anthropological, religious, and academic discourses, and 
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one which serves to validate and explore her own subjectivity as a black woman living 

the last years of her current incarnation in contemporary America.  

 The Temple of My Familiar is a sprawling, third person narrative which follows 

primarily the experience of four adult couples, Carlotta and Arveyda, and Suwelo and 

Fanny, living in contemporary America.5 Their respective marriages deteriorating, these 

characters struggle to find their identities as men or women and as “racial” or ethnic 

minorities estranged from their cultural heritage. Zede (Carlotta’s mother), Fanny’s 

mother, and Lissie (Suwelo’s late great-uncle’s  friend and former lover) function as 

powerful matriarchs with the knowledge, experience, and authority to give this younger 

generation the understanding necessary for them to develop as individuals and re-

establish their relationships with each other. We encounter these matriarchal figures 

through Carlotta, Arveyda, Suwelo, and Fanny’s interactions with them.6  

 Of these three matriarchal figures, Lissie merits the most text via her “spoken” or 

recorded stories and to other characters’ responses to her. We interact with Lissie through 

the narrative-lens of Suwelo, an academic who studies and teaches American history at 

an unnamed university. In the wake of his recent break-up with Fanny, Suwelo is 

preoccupied by issues of sexual politics and representations of sexual inequality. We first 

find him disgustedly reviewing a colleague’s new novel. After reading scene after scene 

of disturbing misogyny and sexual victimization, Suwelo muses that “his generation of 

men had failed women—and themselves” (Walker 28-29). “For all their activism and 

political development during the sixties, all their understanding of the pervasiveness of 

                                                
5 The novel’s “present” seems to be the late 1970’s and 1980’s; Carlotta meets Arveyda in the 1960’s, and 
seems to have children in that period who are adults by the novel’s “present.” 
6 With the exception, in the first chapter, of Zede, whose childhood is described independent of any 
textually present audience.  
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oppression,” Suwelo observes, men still “prefer” women to be subordinate, “supine” 

(29). As he reflects of the book, Suwelo comes to condemn the protagonist who refers to 

“having” the love interest as “his woman” (29). Self-reflexively, he admonishes his own 

“failed attempts” to make “his woman” of Fanny, attempts which it seems led to her 

leaving (29).  

Arguably, it is this intensified interest in relations between the sexes (and by 

extension, the difference Suwelo perceives between representation and literal sexual 

politics) that leads him ultimately to Lissie. As he sorts through the possessions of his late 

great-uncle Rafe, Suwello is intrigued by allusions to Lissie. He asks Mr. Hal, a friend of 

Rafe’s, about her, and is soon introduced to Lissie.  

 The memories she subsequently relates to Suwelo begin in the youth of her 

current incarnation. In her descriptions of life in a majority-African American, island 

community, there are already suggestions of the association between those marginalized 

by “racial” and sexual domination and animals. The most important of these contextually 

are the references to diet and the metaphor of the zoo. Lissie suggests here that poor diet 

is a component of racial oppression, and stresses the importance of vegetable-eating to 

the physical and ideational development of her community, relating the economic 

exploitation of the majority-black islanders to the consumption of their produce by 

mainland whites. She imagines these white people see her community as a “‘zoo’” (59), 

animalized by their physical difference.  

 The next incarnation she discusses is her experience as an African woman sold by 

her uncle into slavery in colonial America. In Africa, she remembers being oppressed by 

the “Mohametans,” whose religious beliefs were at odds with a preexisting tradition of 
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mother-worship. The religion of the Mohametans is described as one which falsely 

oppressed women in conjunction with animals as property. A Mohametan “could own 

many women, as he owned many cattle or hunting dogs” (64). The “‘Motherworshipers’” 

are further associated with animals by their lizard-like, chameleon strategies for religious 

and social resistance. “Much, very much we have learned, over time, from lizards!” 

recalls Lissie, before describing how they were finally “broken” by the middle-passage 

(which literally took her own mother’s life) (64). 

 In something of a paradox, Lissie also animalizes her white-oppressors to 

animals. The slavers of the ship are “‘brutes’” (65) while a white plantation owner is 

“‘swinish’” (66). This negative-animalizing, recurrent throughout the text, seems to 

associate domesticated animals with oppression, excluding them for the valorization and 

solidarity extended to their wild counterparts. 

We see the idealization of “wild” counterparts more completely in the next 

incarnation described by Lissie. This “dream memory” is set at the dawn of humanity and 

is its “‘peaceful foundation’” (82). It involves the evolution and separation of humans 

from primates, who Lissie calls “‘cousins.’” In the memory: 

“We are very small people, all of us, not just the children, who are 

really small, and the children live with the mothers and the aunts; 

our fathers and uncles live nearby, and we visit and are visited by 

them, but we live with the women.” (83) 

 The cousins, by contrast: 

“…were big—as big as we were small—and black and hairy, with 

big teeth, big flat faces, and piercingly intelligent and gentle eyes. 
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They seemed strange to us because they lived as a family; that is, the 

fathers and the uncles lived with the mothers and the aunts, and all 

of them played with and looked after the children.” (83) 

 Lissie remembers the cousins as remarkably peaceful, vegetarians (unlike her 

people) who killed only in self-defense or defense of the humans. She says, “‘there was 

no violence in them—that is to say, they did not initiate it, ever—only thoughtfulness’” 

(85). She compares her early relationship to them as that of child to grandparent; she and 

other young people were sent to the cousins when their female relatives grew sick of 

them. Even as an adult, she realizes that, “‘in our smallness we were like perpetual 

children to them’” (83). 

 Trouble stirs when she and her chosen mate determine that they want to live 

together, and not in separate trees as is traditional for their people upon reaching sexual 

maturity. When the humans refuse to allow this, they run away to live with the cousins. 

Other, larger humans start to show up, and hunt and kill the cousins for clothing and 

food. The ‘little people’ begin to manufacture weapons as well, and: 

“The trust that had been between us disappeared. We were perceived 

as cute and helpless no longer, and, for our part, there were those 

among us who gloried in at last having the means to make our giant 

cousins fear.” (86) 

 It’s a pattern with obvious allusions to humankind’s present relationship with 

nonhuman species. The emergence of this antagonism is coupled by another; the 

emergence of misogyny. Lissie notes that she and her mate “‘stayed together until death, 
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just as our cousins did,’” a “way of living that gradually took hold” in all the groups of 

people (86). It lasted, and worked, until 

“…the idea of ownership—which grew out of the way the forest 

now began to be viewed in pieces which belonged to this tribe or 

that—came into human arrangements. Then it was that men, because 

they were stronger, at least during those periods when women were 

weak from childbearing, began to think of owning women and 

children.” (86) 

She goes on to note that this had happened before, which was why the little 

people had lived as they did, and further that even in the present mothers and fathers 

seem to be returning to separation. She concludes that “‘this is the pattern of freedom 

until man no longer wishes to dominate women or children or always have to prove his 

control’” (86). It’s tied, both explicitly and implicitly, to an ecological pattern, one in 

which nonhuman species and humans can’t be at peace with each other and, therefore, 

themselves—Lissie describes her memories of time with the cousins as the only peaceful 

one she has ever known. Further, obviously there was much to learn and gain from 

interaction with these nonhumans, a sentiment echoing her previous reference to lizards. 

In this memory, there doesn’t initially seem to be any clear hierarchy of the 

human sexes; each, is seems, is other to one another. We are allowed to see the 

specifically male as other, as in when the women worry that the introduction of a man 

into their living space will interfere with their menstrual cycles. This detail presents 

women’s bodies normative and the masculine as disruptive. Arguably, the more obvious 

other is initially humankind itself, which is secondary to and dependent on the cousins. 
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Man and human man establishes himself as essential an others women and the cousins as 

less-valuable and less human by exploiting woman’s biological difference and what 

could be called the ‘cultural’ difference of the cousins—that is, the cousins’ refusal to 

participate in the violence and ownership the human male intruders (who are like the 

Mohametans) glorify.  

The story causes Suwelo to contemplate the present relationship between humans 

and animals, as “each day he found himself more conscious of his own nonhuman 

‘relatives’ in this world” (88). Lissie interrupts him to share with him a collection of 

photographs, each of which show an almost unrecognizably different image of Lissie. 

The happiest of these is the one which she says shows her as she was in her time “with 

the cousins” (92). Her resemblance to a pygmy in it causes Suwelo to further analyze the 

supposed boundary between people and animals, as he questions whether “the gnawed 

bones and skulls” traditionally interpreted as evidence of cannibalism were in fact the 

bones of the “cousins” (93).  

Mr. Hal interrupts him again to tell him about his own former romantic 

relationship with Lissie, which was destroyed (sexually) when circumstances necessitated 

he help birth their child. The experience proved alienating and traumatic, and left him a 

psychic “eunuch” who would “never be able to deal with making love to a woman again” 

(107).  

The story is worth noting as part of a pervasive, problematic construction of 

sexual difference found throughout the novel. While Mr. Hal’s ability to empathize so 

fully with Lissie’s pain is, to some extent, humanizing, it also suggests that “threat” of 

female otherness, one which is described earlier by Zede in her creation myth (wherein 
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men’s desperation to be like women leads them first to castrate themselves and later to 

violently rebel against the dominant women). Interestingly, Mr. Hal is also repeatedly 

referenced as fearing cats, animals which Lissie identifies with; there seems to be an 

association between his dread of the sexual female and the animal familiar.  

We can see this problematic construction of female with animal otherness as 

exclusionary and dominating especially clearly in Lissie’s construction of the familiar as 

a source of power and identity exclusive to women. We are first introduced to the 

familiar in the context of a dream Lissie describes to Suwelo. In the dream, Lissie’s 

attempts to imprison or hide her familiar (an amalgam of reptile, bird, and fish parts) 

from a white audience lead the familiar to abandon Lissie, an abandonment Lissie finds 

devastating: 

“It looked at me with pity as it passed. Then, using wings it had 

never used before, it flew away. And I was left with only you and 

the rest of your people on the steps of a cold stone building, the 

color of cheap false teeth, in a different world from my own, in a 

century that I would never understand. Except by remembering the 

beautiful little familiar, who was so cheerful and loyal to me, and 

whom I so thoughtlessly, out of pride and distraction, betrayed.” 

(118) 

This power of the familiar as a source of ‘essential’ strength, and the relationship 

between losing it and becoming oppressed sexually or racially oppressed, is elaborated on 

in her memories of sex-segregated prehistoric African. Women live in tribes, and are 

each associated with an animal familiar. The men, who live in separate tribes, are friendly 
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with the women but do not have their own animal familiars. In her earliest memory of 

this time, Lissie is a white boy whose racial difference alienates him, both from the male 

tribe and from humankind at large.  His mother, a powerful tribal leader whose familiar is 

a lion (Husa), keeps him close to protect him, and rubs his skin dark with nut juices to try 

to darken him to the color of the other people.   

His first sexual encounter could offer a solution to his alienation by allowing him 

to move to the men’s tribe.  Instead, he finds that his lover is repelled by penis, which has 

been rubbed white during intercourse. Angrily, the boy kicks and possibly kills her 

familiar, a crime which, along with his shame, causes him to leave the tribe. Husa, the 

lion, brings him a skin to wear, which will protect him from burning. However, the skin 

makes the other animals fear him. They assume that he killed for it, despite his insistence 

that it was Husa, an “angel of death” (363) who had provided it. This final rejection and 

other-ing by animals embitters the boy until he “‘raids a litter of barbarous dogs’” for 

companionship, beginning the tradition of men and dogs as associated beings whose 

relationship is an oppressive, dominative perversion of the one shared by women and 

familiars. 

 Lissie notes that her memory as the boy ends with the dogs, but that likely 

afterwards his former mate found him, and together they started a tribe of their own. It is, 

she says, “‘the fantasy upon which the Old Testament rests,’” but “‘without any mention 

of our intimacy with the other animals or of the brown or black colors of the rest of my 

folks’” (365). If we view Western cultural misogyny in the way these prehistoric 

narratives suggest we do, than this detail suggests that the perspective of the Bible is an 
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expression of man’s violent, resentful response to the otherness men originally felt 

among women and animals.   

 This memory is immediately followed by one in which we see the re-intergration 

of men and women into one tribe. As in the memory of the cousins, the merge is 

problematic, particularly from the perspective through which Lissie remembers viewing 

it: as herself a lion familiar of a young woman. Lissie remembers it as a “‘chaotic’” time 

during which men and women “‘lost their freedom to each other,’” though women more 

than men (366). Women became “‘emotionally dependent on the individual man by 

whom man’s law now decreed they must have all their children, lost their wildness, that 

quality of homey ease on the earth that they shared with the rest of the animals.’” (367). 

Men “‘asserted themselves, alone, as the familiars of women’” and chased off the former 

familiars, including the lion as a means of dominating and disempowering women (266).  

As a lion, Lissie remembers feeling that, though she knew she would miss the 

woman, she wasn’t too upset to go as she understood that, “‘merged, man and woman 

were in for an eternity of strife’” (367).  She continues;  

“I did not know man would begin, in his rage and his jealousy of us, 

to hunt us down, to kill and eat us, to wear our hides, our teeth, and 

our bones. No, not even the most cynical of animals would have 

dreamed of that.” (366) 

 Male aggression towards animals is represented here again as an extension of a 

deep-rooted misogyny rather than a necessity of human survival. “‘The animals,’” Lissie 

insists, “‘clearly preferred women,’” an alliance which alienates and threatens men (368). 

This understanding goes against what Lori Gruen outlines in “Dismantling Oppression” 
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as the popular origin theories of human social evolution, theories which propose man’s 

aggression toward animals as hunters both established him culture as separate from 

nature (Gruen 62). This kind of reading of male violence toward animals also places 

women in a domestic role wherein lack of aggression toward animals is constructed as 

indicative of women’s physical and mental inferiority (62). Gruen observes that, 

“constructed in this way, human social evolution establishes the subservient status of 

women and animals” (62). In contrast, the vision offered by Lissie 1) depicts male 

aggression toward animals as childish, emotional, and insecure, and 2) women’s 

relatively peaceful relationship with animals to be a source of strength and indicator of 

rationality. The outcome, unfortunately, is the same: that men are threatened by animals 

and threatened by women and react violently to isolate and dominate both.  

We can see further consequences of the perceived threat of the woman’s familiar 

in Lissie’s memories from Inquisition-era Spain. The familiar is part of the “essence” she 

refuses to give up, a refusal which leads to her execution. In a letter to Suwelo, Lissie 

notes how women, “‘by hook and by crook’” managed to have “‘kept alive some feeling 

for the other animals, although she was usually reduced to the caring and feeding of one 

small house cat’” (Walker 198). Witches, she argues, were identified by and attacked for 

their overt acknowledgement of animals, and were associated with Satanic evil through 

animalistic imagery. Lissie suggests the link between patriarchal persecutions when she 

observes that the Inquisitors used this animalization to make it seem “not only natural but 

even righteous to kill, as brutally as possible, without any feeling but lustful self-

justification, any animal or dark creature that one saw” (198-99).  
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These linked oppressions are evident in a later recollection of Lissie’s current 

incarnation. As a young woman, she travels with Rafe (Suwelo’s uncle, who Lissie left 

Mr. Hal for) and is overwhelmed by the persistence of racism. She visits a zoo, and 

relates the experience to that of watching black musicians perform in all-white diners. 

Lissie prefers the zoo because, “‘at least there were no illusions about who was free and 

who was not’” (371). She also relates the illusions of the diner to carnivorous 

consumption of animals, remembering how she “could never eat meat around white 

people” (370). Rafe’s ability to do so is also used to demonstrate his awareness of the 

connection between the two; upon seeing Lissie’s evident disgust with his choice in 

mutton, he encourages her to “look around” the diner (370). 

This shared acknowledgment of and opposite responses to connected racial and 

animal exploitation provides an interesting point for us to re-evaluate Norwood’s 

observation that, “for many women of color,” to chose to write about the familiar was to 

risk bringing up “problematic visions of uncontrolled sexuality” (175). In the memory of 

the boy, for instance, women are sexually aggressive and generally uninterested in 

monogamy, descriptions which from a heterosexual, hetero-normative standpoint do 

seem uncontrolled. By contrast, in asserting themselves as women’s familiars, men also 

control women’s sexuality (by making women dependent and monogamous). Here, 

Lissie’s decision to leave Mr. Hal to travel with Rafe is also represented as uncontrolled, 

extramarital sexuality. Her understanding of the oppressive nature of her relationship 

with Mr. Hal (wherein Lissie was expected to be monogamous with a man incapable of 

intercourse) is paralleled by her understanding of socioeconomic oppression of blacks 

and human oppression of animals, as meat and as caged at the zoo. Lissie relates the 
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positivity and liberation of her sexual affair with Rafe to a desire to see blacks and 

animals freed from destructive systems of human oppression. She acts on these 

associations, refusing meat in the diner, attempting to force the lions to regain their 

inherent dignity by holding a mirror to their cage, etc. The novel ends with an image 

produced by Lissie, who is herself now an artist. In the final scene, Suwelo and Mr. Hal 

sort through the late Lissie’s final paintings, one of which depicts a lion wearing a red 

slipper. Suwelo recognizes the painting to be a self-portrait, noting “Miss Lissie’s dare-

to-be-everything lion eyes” (Walker 417).  Mr. Hall, who is almost completely blind at 

this point, asks to hold the painting in hopes that he will be able to “see” Miss Lissie. 

However, the only thing Mr. Hal can identify is the red of the heel.  

I read this as his failure to accept her independent sexuality, and conversely a 

lingering conceptualization of her as “his woman.”  What he sees is a token of the 

femininity and, by extension, controlled sexuality. The familiar lion represents an aspect 

of her sexual freedom which, as her former husband, he struggles to accept. The animal 

image Suwelo sees, by contrast, is empowering and positive. Looking at the painting, 

Suwelo, “knows, and she [Miss Lissie] knows, that Mr. Hal will be able to see all of her 

someday” just as Suwelo, who has seems to have accepted Fanny’s sexual autonomy via 

a more open relationship (417). 

Having demonstrated that Lissie’s representations of the familiar do associate it 

with non-hetero-normative (i.e. not-monogamous) sexuality, I’d like to examine 1) how 

this portrayal does and does not subvert dominant ideology, and 2) whether the use of 

animals is an innovative form of “eating well” as a relation subject or not. The 

association of uncontrollable sexuality with the animal familiar is, on one level, a 
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collusion with dominant ideology. The most problematic facet of this collusion is its 

gender essentialism; women’s specific connection with animals is constructed as 

essentially feminine, while man’s lack of connection and violent or fearful response to 

that lack is essentially masculine. While animals provide and symbolize feminine-

strength and value, their relation to women in this reading enforces stereotypes of women 

as mysterious, exotic, and other.  Whereas, in the Hempel, the particular alliance of 

women and animals seems related primarily to like emotional or social experiences of 

women, Lissie represents the alliance as natural, foundational, and inherently 

exclusionary for men.  Along these lines, the differentiation between the symbolic 

function of wild versus pet animals in Hempel’s stories becomes more dramatic in 

Lissie’s narrative. While dogs are represented as enjoying and even loving humans in 

Hempel’s stories, Lissie condemns their devotion here as cowardly and slavish 

submission to men. The lion, meanwhile, is valorized as much more independent from 

and as superior to masculine culture, whereas the gorillas in the Hempel were seen as 

flawed. 

Part of this more contrasted divide between domesticated and wild animals may 

relate to The Temple of My Familiar’s concern with the discourse of slavery. Carol 

Adams notes, “the marker of attributed beastliness, of less-than-humanness, exists to 

constitute whiteness as well as human maleness” (Neither Man nor Beast 73). Africans 

were specifically likened to domesticated animals to justify their use as like that of 

livestock. Therefore, using resistant-“wild” animal symbols is doubly empowering, both, 

as in the previous chapter, as a means of referencing that outside of dominant culture and 

specifically here as a means of referencing historical human resistance to enslavement. 
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Lissie does deliberately liken herself to the “cousins.” alludes to the ways in which 

Africans were classified as monkeys in the 1800s; for instance, in her essay, “African-

American Women in Three Contexts of Domestic Violence,” Dolores S. Williams cites 

John David’s 1867 “The Negro:What is His Ethnological Status” as one of several 

documents categorizing Africans as nonhuman primates (Williams 41).  The cousins 

memory seems to be able to pull this off because it exists prior to any conceptualization 

of race. Interestingly, the memory also doesn’t portray an “essential,” gendered woman-

animal connection, which leads me to view the memory as part of the small body of 

evidence within Lissie’s narrative promoting a more inclusive, integrated ideology rather 

than one based on subverted, but structurally similar, binaries. Another important, related 

piece of this kind of evidence is in the memory of Lissie’s lion-life and lion perspective 

on humanity. While as a lion, Lissie was more partial to women, the lion imagines itself 

as one of many animal visitors, playmates, and teachers to a “human tribe” which 

“fortunately” could not figure out for a very long time “any reason we should be viewed 

as completely different from them and separate from them” (368). This perspective 

criticizes segregation based on difference, rather than re-evaluated hierarchies of 

difference the matriarchal, familiar-based societies seem to rely on. While the sex and/or 

racially exclusionary construction of an essential connection between women and animal 

familiars subverts hierarchies of binary-oppositions within dominant ideology by 

reversal, the latter, more “inclusive” view subverts by denying the boundaries on which 

categories within those binaries are based.  

  The issues which arise when trying to analyze Temple’s treatment of women in 

relation to animals—the problematic essentialism, divisiveness, etc.—have, of course, 
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been noted by a variety of literary critics as well as other authors. James Wolcott called 

Temple “the nuttiest novel I’ve ever read,” (qtd. in Braendlin 47) while Joyce Maynard 

described it as “a radical feminist Harlequin romance novel under the influence of 

hallucinogenic mushrooms” (qtd. in Braendlin 47). Ikenna Dieke, however, reads Temple 

as promoting a “monistic idealism in which humans, animals and the whole ecological 

order coexist in a unique dynamic of pancosmic symbiosis,” citing Lissie’s memories and 

Suwelo’s consequent reflections as evidence (Dieke 507). 

 From an animal studies perspective, Robert McKay sees Temple as demonstrating 

that “creative, imaginative understanding allows humans can get close to animals” (253). 

He sees their function in the novel (again, citing predominantly the Lissie plot-line) as 

evidence that language is not a means for demarcation of a human/animal divide because 

we see character’s “transcend” such divides through the kinds of remembering and myth-

making Lissie engages in. Interestingly, Scholtemeijer reads the role of animals in the 

novel as rooted in identity. Like McKay, she acknowledges the role of speech; unlike 

McKay, Scholtmeijer focuses on Lissie’s observation that animals cannot speak 

specifically “in the world of man” and her related assertion that women must speak for 

them (“The Role of Animal’s In Women’s Fiction” 248). Scholtmeijer argues that:  

The very existence of the most powerful cultural identities women 

can assume depends on nonhuman animals. Indeed, since Walker’s 

character puts animal speech in the context of “the world of man” 

women are cast as others whose power comes from speaking for 

animals. (249)  
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 As I suggested previously, Scholtemeijer sees the association of women with 

animals as a means by which Walker “subverts current relations” wherein “men and 

women are a pair; they compose each other’s identities” (251). Again, I find this reading 

alone problematic, given the novel’s concern with dominative identity. JM Coetzee 

asserts that the “most serious” conflict within the text is the struggle of oppressed people 

who identify as such to fight the urge to become violent racists themselves—that is, to 

use their identity to justify and act as supremacists (“The Beginnings of (Wo)Man in 

Africa” 1). His review for the New York Times focuses on a scene in which Fanny 

describes a dream to her therapist. In the dream, she sees a feast, where sometimes white 

people consume her and sometimes she is consuming.  

Although, in the same review, Coetzee calls Lissie “less a character than a 

narrative device” (a claim which obviously I disagree with), I think the idea of the feast 

and the tension between assertion of identity and potential prejudice are significant to 

reading the overall role of animals in constructing Lissie. Lissie recognizes the alienated 

potential of that kind of “exclusionary” identity most poignantly in her memory of life as 

a shame-filled, outcast boy, who suffers unjustly from the prejudices of women and 

animals. Thus, while Scholtemeijer’s claim makes sense, Coetzee’s assertion of the 

novel’s wariness of subverting seems to also play into things, and strengthens the 

suggestions of an “inclusive” potential relation between humans and animals and ideally 

humans and each other. Perhaps that wariness is why that final image of Miss Lissie is as 

a male lion rather than a lioness. The image blurs human and animal as well as male and 

female; the shoe, “a token of female constructedness” (“The Role of Animals in 
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Women’s Fiction” 251) is disposable, a means for allowing Mr. Hal to access the 

painting at all and simultaneously a step toward rejecting its construction. 

Lissie, like Fanny at the feast, is ultimately a character who both engages in and 

knows the oppressions of a social and ideational system rooted wherein identity is most 

often established in oppositional terms. She understands the zoo, literally and 

figuratively, yet won’t stop going to it, both as a literal patron who contributes, however 

unhappily, to its existence and as one whose figurative identity places her within the 

cage. In her most present incarnation, she goes from holding a mirror to the caged-lions 

to becoming one, deliberately blurring the literal hierarchy of visitor/caged we saw 

previously. I believe this is more than a functional, utilitarian relationship; it’s an “eating 

well” wherein both “victims” are released, the figurative and literal constructions of their 

oppression made visible and overcome.  
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CHAPTER 3: OCTAVIA BUTLER’S FUTURE 

Human, Animal, and Sexual Identity in Octavia Butler’s Clay’s Ark 

 

In what has been critiqued as a “traditionally male genre, dominated by male authors who 

control distinctly masculine worlds,” (Salvaggio 78) Octavia Butler is refreshingly 

unique. Butler describes herself as, “a pessimist if I’m not careful, a feminist always, a 

Black, a quiet egoist, a former Baptist, and an oil-and-water combination of ambition, 

laziness, and drive” (Bloodchild 145). She’s outspoken about both her personal politics 

the intended meaning of her work, though never, specifically about animals in either 

context. Not that it often comes up, although arguably, as a genre, science fiction almost 

necessarily involves rethinking of what constitutes personhood or humanity in relation to 

ideologically challenging non-human others, which manifest themselves both in the 

“harder” forms of cyborgs/other articificial intelligences and/or the more “organic” alien. 

The grounds on which these kinds of nonhuman presences challenge our construction of 

human superiority—as rational, as emotional, as ethical—lead, in Butler’s work, to re-

imaginings of the more corporeal facets our construction of ourselves as a different and 

superior species.  

Butler’s work is obsessed with bodies, and particularly the bodies of women. 

Women’s bodies often become sources of resistance, strength, empowerment, and even 

hope in post-apocalyptic futures. In her extensive study of feminism and science fiction, 

A New Species, Robyn Roberts identifies this valorized endurance of women as a 

hallmark of feminist science fiction, noting that “female writers show that women are 

more likely to survive than the men who create apocalypse” (Roberts 109). In Clay’s Ark, 
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individual and social survival hinges on the ability to accept the figurative implications of 

a literal transformation from human to (genetically) nonhuman. The relative success of 

women in accepting a blurred boundary between the literal animal (invading their human 

cells) and the related figurative blurring (of the oppositional categories human and 

animal) seems to be connected to their motivation as an oppressed sex to deconstruct the 

related oppositional categories of masculine/feminine; categories which disease forces 

men and women to re-evaluate along with those of human/animal.  

 Clay’s Ark describes the introduction and spread of a parasitic organism, an 

organism which melds with host cells and alters them genetically. As a result, infected 

humans become a biologically nonhuman “hybrid” species, whom for the purposes of 

this essay will be referenced as animal-humans.7 The initial infection (caused by 

inoculation) is potentially fatal, particularly for men. During this stage, men are 

disproportionately prone to physical illness; however, it is the psychological toll that 

proves more dangerous. Struggling with feelings of rage, madness, and loss of control, 

their sexual rivalry with other men is tragically isolating. Women instead tend to band 

together, as Eli (the leader of the animal-humans) makes clear in his explanation to a 

recent “convert,” or infected, male: 

“The organism seems to pull women together and push men apart—

at least at first.” Eli sighed. “Now we can be men and work this out, 

work the ranch with the women and keep the disease to ourselves as 

much as possible, or we can let the organism make animals of us 

and we can kill each other—for nothing.” (Clay’s Ark 139) 

                                                
7 This is the term used by Sheryl Vint in her essay “Kinship and Animality in Clay’s Ark” (Vint 2005).  
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 The particular psychological pain suffered by men is linked to their privileged 

status in a human culture which, though set in a post-millennial future, is still intensely 

patriarchal. Indeed, it appears to be in some ways more sexually oppressive than our 

present one. Human society outside the ranch inhabited by the animal-humans exists in 

two forms: civilized, suburban enclaves guarded by police, and a gang-ruled, violent, 

chaotic wasteland. This “sewer” is occupied by brutal, criminal, patriarch-led families 

who prey on “stray” humans for ransom, sexual gratification, body parts to sell to 

hospitals, or simply for sadistic pleasure. It is a particularly dangerous world for women, 

who we see objectified and victimized much more frequently and violently than men.  

 Clay’s Ark is set mostly on the ranch, in what comes to appear an almost utopian 

animal-human society in contrast to the disorder outside. Alternating chapters within 

these parts, labeled Past and Present, follow two plotlines taking place five years from 

one another. The Past sections follow the initial introduction of the disease to Earth via 

Eli, the lone survivor of a space mission who has survived the shuttle’s crash. While 

exploring another plant, he and his fellow astronauts were infected with the organism. 

Those who survived their initial infection took on “animal” qualities symptomatic of the 

disease, including heightened sensory awareness, physical strength, speed, and a 

dramatically increased appetite. More troubling, they found themselves overwhelmed by 

the desire to spread the disease to other humans. The most disturbing aspect of this desire 

is sexual, as the infected experience a “need” to reproduce; a need so powerful as to drive 

them to incest, rape, and willing collusion with either. Eli, along with Blake and Rane 

later, describe these morally abhorrent facets of the infection as “animal” much as Lissie, 

in the previous chapter, likened colonial-era slavers to brutes. 
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 Aboard the space shuttle, attempts to isolate the first victims (who, because re-

infection is necessary for survival, die) are associated with and likened to medical 

experiments involving animals, as in the reference to, “the meager statistics provided by 

the crew and the few experimental animals they managed to raise from frozen animals” 

(47). The threat of being reduced to experimental animals is brought up repeatedly 

throughout the text, particularly in the Present chapters.  

 This dread of medical and scientific institutions puts Eli in a terrible dilemma. 

Although the organism has caused him to “want” to spread the disease, he has resolved to 

contain it; to be a “human plus, not a human minus” (18). He has seen what might very 

likely happen to him if he were to turn himself in, i.e. that he will probably be treated like 

an animal. Further, he fears that physician’s won’t respect him enough to heed his 

warnings about the disease, and consequently might spread it.   

 Eli’s post-crash search for water leads him to a farmhouse occupied by a religious 

conservative patriarch, his daughters, his son Christian, and two sons-in-law. Eli fights 

his “animal” instinct to rape one of the daughters, who he can smell ovulating. The 

struggle between what he calls his “animal” sex drive versus his “human” morality and 

mind exhausts him, and he loses consciousness. He is rescued by Christian. Upon waking 

in the room of the eldest daughter, Meda, Eli, realizing the organism has almost certainly 

been spread, resolves to contain it to the farm. He imagines he might create a “human 

gathering, not a herd,” a hope which again reinforces his obsessive need to differentiate 

the animal-humans from animals (90). The other men all die, primarily because of the 

guilt induced by newly intensified sex drive. The women, who seem to judge their private 

desires less harshly, survive.  
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The sexual needs of the women and the general need to re-infect eventually drives 

the survivors to begin abducting men from the highway. The first of these, Zeriam, 

commits suicide shortly after becoming infected and impregnating Gwyn. Subsequent 

converts, among them Ingraham, Lupe, and Steven survive to build a relatively idyllic 

community. They preserve what is repeatedly referenced as their “human” part by 

protecting the human species at large (by being careful not to spread the disease to the 

outside), practicing monogamy, and by nurturing their children. The animal-humans are 

particularly vocal adamant in their insistences that the children, who are visibly and fully 

nonhuman, are not animals.   

 These kinds of superficial constructs of the good, “essential” human versus the 

irrational, denigrated “animal” outwardly supports the traditional human/animal binary. 

Sheryl Vint notes that Eli’s perspective in the Past sections “reinforces the use of 

human/animal boundaries in familiar ways. Being human is something desirable, worth 

clinging to” (289). Eli’s views of women are stuck in a related patriarchal paradigm. His 

objectifying of women is due partially, of course, to the disease; however, we see hints of 

it in his memories of a former life, where women as sexual commodities “were never a 

problem” (Clay’s Ark 44). He tries to fight his attraction to Meda by sizing her up in 

relation to her sisters in terms of human-“objective” ideals of physical attractiveness. In 

those terms, Meda appears masculine—her gait, age, size, strength, outspokenness, and 

open acknowledgment of sexual desire make her sexually repugnant to human men pre-

infection. Eli uses this sexually objectifying perspective to resist her initial advances. 

Meda’s gaze, which sexually objectifies Eli, frightens and repulses Eli, and puts him in a 

defensive position. Later, infection forces both him and the sisters to acknowledge their 
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sexuality and sexual drive.  This acknowledgement in turn shatters the sexual paradigm 

of women as passive objects and men as active consumers of these objects. Women 

become agents in sexual encounters; most radically, they become potential rapists whose 

male victims cannot, post-infection, resist physical arousal. As Eli and the sisters plan 

their abduction of Zeriam, Lorene makes the potential radical shift in sexual politics 

clear: 

“You know,” she said, still laughing, “this is the kind of thing you 

read about men doing to women—kidnapping then, then the women 

getting to like the idea. I think I’m going to enjoy reversing things.” 

(108) 

 Eli responds by insisting that the animal-humans must suspect and resist “any 

feelings which would have been repugnant before his illness, but were now attractive” 

(89). He reminds Lorene that her desire is caused by the disease, and thus animal and 

bad. “‘We’ve lost part of our humanity,’” he tells her, adding, “‘We can lose a lot more 

without even realizing it’” (109). The implication that her sexual desire is due entirely to 

the animal of the organism is obviously problematic, and reflects a stereotype we’ll see in 

the Present sections. However, Eli’s resistance to keeping the women to himself as a 

“harem,” however conceptually linked in his mind to preservation of the “human,” 

supports a reading of his argument against Lorene’s “reversing things” as a move away 

from patriarchal possession and by extension objectification of women.  

 As mothers and potential mothers, the animal-human women force Eli to confront 

his speciesist prejudice, as well as, implicitly, his sexism. Eli struggles to accept Jacob, 

his child with Meda. In response to the child’s increasingly evident difference, Eli tries to 
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force the child to walk upright, though the animal-human children are naturally 

quadrupeds. Despite his frustration, and even repulsion, Eli “loved the kid desperately, 

wanted to give him the gift of humanity,” which he imagines here to be physical likeness 

(176). Eli this “gift” is linked to masculinity, for “a boy, a man, walked upright” 

suggesting that, to Eli, masculine means most-human (175).  

The women, who fear Eli might hurt the children he sees as “hopelessly 

nonhuman” confront him. Meda insists that Eli loves the children despite his increasingly 

obvious disgust with them. She tells him that he would “‘have to go against your deepest 

feelings to hurt them’” (191). Gwyn adds, “no matter how you feel… if you try to hurt 

them, we will kill you” (181). Meda’s sentiments assert the validity and meaning of Eli’s 

paternal relation to the children he has fathered (two, at this point) her has a biological, 

ethical, and emotional relation to (192). Her argument is implicitly that he should love the 

children as parts of himself while Gwyn’s implies the inherent worth of the children as 

people. Rather than base this worth in their “humanity,” Meda goes on to include their 

“animal” difference. When Eli says, “‘what in the world is going to happen to kids with 

human minds and four legs?’” Meda counters, “‘who says they have human minds?’” 

(191). While they are “‘obviously bright,” Meda notes that “‘their minds may be as 

different as their bodies’” and “‘we can teach them, but we can’t know ahead of time 

what they’ll become’” (191). The mothers hence force Eli to recognize his literal kinship 

with his children, who he must accept not only as like him but as other.  

 These Past sections allow us to view the construction of a new kind of society, 

one which destabilizes our culturally androcentric and anthropocentric focus. Constructed 

gender and species boundaries are blurred when power manifests itself in the sex-female 
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and animal-nature inherent to humans. The children emerge as manifestations of this kind 

of blurring.  

In the Present chapters, we can see a clear relationship between the literal capacity 

to accept the animal organism and the figurative capacity to accept a different 

conceptualization of the human/animal divide, gender, and sexuality. These sections 

follow the abduction, escape, and re-abduction of Blake Maslin and his twin teenage 

daughters, Rane and Kiera. The first sections (in Part I) focus on Blake’s perspective. 

Blake, a widower, physician, and affluent white male, is driving his daughters home from 

a trip to see their grandparents. The trip was instigated by Kiera, who is dying of 

leukemia, a disease which is in this future curable, though she has failed to respond to 

treatment. Blake’s late wife, their mother, was black; a detail seen as radical and 

generally viewed as “unnatural” in society at large. The daughter’s lack of resemblance to 

him parallels the animal-human children’s lack of resemblance to their parents, and is 

viewed later by Blake and Rane with the same disgust with which society seems to view 

the Maslin family. Additionally, Kiera’s resemblance of her mother, though lessened by 

her disease-related weight loss, makes her a sexual threat, one whose danger Blake seems 

to register subconsciously (he prefers her to wear baggy clothes and notes that her former 

beauty “hurt” him) at first (7). He identifies more strongly with the outspoken, masculine, 

and lighter-skinned Rane.   

 Blake stops to allow a sandstorm to pass over, and the car is broken into by Eli 

and Ingraham. They threaten him with a gun, though he observes they seemed “strangely 

resigned, as thought they did not like what they were doing—as though they were under 

the gun themselves” a perception which reinforces the idea of the animal-humans as 
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operating under a non-dominative, nonviolent, alternative ideology to the contrasted 

violence of patriarchy (12-13). The animal-humans take the Maslin family to the ranch, 

where after dinner the animal-humans separate the converts. Before Blake is sent off with 

Meda he tries to steal a knife from the table. Meda catches him, but allows it, assuring 

him that it won’t be of any use but unwilling to embarrass him by taking it from his by 

force in front of his daughters. The knife becomes symbolic of his phallic power in their 

subsequent struggle, where he wields it, he thinks, successfully, only to find that Meda 

has already infected him. Recognizing her superior strength, Blake relinquishes the knife 

and tries instead to use his medical authority to establish dominance. The moment she 

removes her clothes for examination, however, Meda becomes sexually attractive to 

Blake in ways which threaten his previous dehumanization of her as sickly and 

nonhuman-looking. Nude, Meda looks “more like the human female she was not” (53). 

He tries to ignore not only Meda’s newfound human resemblance but also the 

information she tries to offer him concerning the disease. Blake repeatedly verbally and 

internally discards Meda’s explanations. He thinks, “she was no longer human” and “did 

not know how changed she was,” despite that Meda has, in fact, expressed an advanced 

understanding of the extremity of the changes to her genetic make-up (52).  

They attempts to objectify Meda are easily relatable to feminist and animal 

studies critiques of scientific “objectivity,” which dehumanizes experimental subjects. 

Blake goes on to relate the disease to rabies, a paradigm which makes the carrier’s desire 

to spread it even more dehumanized and “animal.” When Meda confides to him her 

fantasy of walking through a human crowd, he tries to tell her that she “wants” it to be 

true.  
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“‘Pigshit!’” Meda responds, “‘if I wanted it to happen it would’” (53). Her 

response asserts her agency and control, while Blake’s reflects his belief that the 

“animal” of the organism controls her. It follows that, even post-infection, the “human” 

identity he tries to assert includes his intellectual supremacy as a physician, his physical 

and sexual dominance as a man, and his essential, transcendental superiority as 

biologically human.  Because the animal-human society doesn’t conceptualize medical or 

masculine authority as such, Blake finds the prospect of accepting the organism to be 

particularly horrific.  

Blake conspires with Kiera to escape during a brief visit. When later, they do, 

they almost hit an “animal” as the pick up Rane. The daughters identify the “animals” as 

Jacob, and their empathy toward him alienates Blake, who feels “excluded” as both male 

and as someone who still vehemently asserts the superiority of the human (68).  

 In the second section, the Present Chapters follow Rane’s infection and escape. 

Like Blake, she resists the “seduction” of the animal-humans, though ultimately less so 

than her father. Like him, too, she sees the animal-human divide as essential, loathing the 

way Lupe and Ingraham’s touch makes her feel “like an animal” (92). The similarities 

between her views of the animal as scientific object are made clear in her observation of a 

woman cleaning a chicken. Rane “planned to be a doctor someday, and was pleased that 

the sight did not repel her” (78). In stark contrast, evidence of maternity and children 

does. After meeting Jacob, she asks the pregnant Lupe if the human animal children are 

“‘All animals? All things?’” (83). Rane views her potential role as a mother with similar 

revulsion. Rane asks her suitor, Steven (a man she is otherwise physically and 
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intellectually attracted to) “‘what do I do if I live? Give birth to one little animal after 

another?’” (93).  

 In Part III, we have Kiera’s perspective. She is entirely willing to accept the 

animal-human identity and society, and willingly exposes herself to infection by Eli when 

she seduces him. Eli admits he must eventually return to Meda, and Kiera’s consequent 

romantic envy is as vital a factor as filial loyalty for her to collude with her father’s 

escape plan. These conflicting desires reflect decidedly “human” relationships with both 

animal-humans and humans. Blake and Rane, by contrast, are fueled by a desire to 

maintain their privilege as superior to the animal-humans. Blake’s desire to escape is 

based foremost in a faith in (his) medical authority to “cure” the disease, and Rane’s in 

fear of her potential “animal” treatment.  

 The implications of their individual motivations become clear when the family is 

abducted by a gang. The gang is both patriarchal and “animal” in its sadism, misogyny, 

and irrationality. The gang leader is called Badger, an allusion which serves to heighten 

the contrast between the animal actions of humans to the ethical concerns of the 

nonhuman animal-humans. While imprisoned, the Maslins begin to transform. Blake 

goes insane and tries to rape Kiera, while Rane allows—even facilitates— her rape at the 

hands of her “ape” captors (183). She, like Blake, feels internally divided between what 

they have constructed as “animal” and “human” realities. Rane feels “as though she were 

two people,” one of whom “was utterly compelled to have this man—perhaps any man,” 

while the other “was still her” and “screamed, soundlessly weeping, and clawed with 

imaginary fingers at the ape’s ugly, stupid face” (184).  Whereas Rane feels divided, 

Kiera can integrate her “animal” physical symptoms with her pre-existing self in a way 
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which allows her to escape the house Rane dies in. Blake also escapes, but is similarly 

foiled by his inability to “control” what he sees as a divided self; Blake dies after a 

struggle with a passing trucker he is unable to resist attacking. The trucker escapes, 

signaling the start of the inevitable epidemic. Kiera returns to the ranch with the animal-

humans, resolved to “‘remember the kids’” (210). In the epilogue, we see she has 

accepted Steven as her husband. With the outside world in chaos, the importance of the 

children is reinforced; they are “‘all we have left’” as kin and as hope for the future (213). 

The closing lines demonstrate the mutuality of Kiera and Steven’s relationship, as they 

hold each other “until they could no longer tell which of them was trembling” (213). This 

is in stark contrast to the sexual dynamics of the first Past and Present chapters, both of 

which open with absent wives juxtaposed by inappropriate substitutes; in the Past, the 

sleeping daughter, and in the Present, Kiera as likened to Jorah. In both cases, the men 

involved ultimately fight (or fail to fight) the urge to sexually dominate women through 

rape. In contrast, Steven and Kiera’s relationship is mutual and contentious.  

 This is part of an overall shift in the animal-human society towards 

“interdependence over independence,” one which is a hallmark of Clay’s Ark’s status as 

feminist fiction (Roberts 91).  Some other examples of interdepence include the literal 

functioning of the organism in relation to human cells. Further, there is the portrayal of 

“female power of reproduction” as a positive and interdependent process rather than the 

painful or even fearful “liability” of certain male science fiction (Roberts 111).  The 

particular ability of women to survive infection is also in lines with Robert’s claim that 

women writers of feminist science fiction “show that women are more likely to survive 

than the men who create apocalypse” (Roberts 109).  
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  While the feminism of Butler’s fiction has been critically well-documented, 

Vint’s essay is the only I could find examining Clay’s Ark in the context of animal 

studies. Vint’s analysis suggests Ark’s conceptual reworking of the human/animal divide 

is animal-positive, i.e. that it promotes the animal as a potential subject worthy of ethical 

concern. I would argue that the case for animals is made primarily in the same terms 

Roberts argues feminism often is in science fiction; that is, in relation to an ontology 

where oppression has been carried to an immediately abhorrent extreme (Roberts 3). 

Repeated—and horrific—references to the exploitation and torture of animals by the 

scientific community establish an awareness of both the degree of animal victimization 

and the potential for subjects to be socially-constructed as objects available for abuse. 

Further, the hunting, slaughter, and consumption of “raw” animal bodies is held to be 

abhorrent, even among human degenerates, as is Jacob’s sensory perception of humans as 

“meat”—a perception he is trained to deny. Humans, as a species, are thus held to be 

worthy of ethical consideration as subjects, whose exploitation as “objects” for infection, 

consumption, and sex is restricted or denied. Yet animals are raised, butchered, and 

consumed as livestock by the animal-humans. Also, the construction of the term “animal” 

as negative is never questioned explicitly; the speciesist meaning is just changed. 

“Human” is still a positive signifier of ethical, normative behavior, while “animal” 

signifies both negative, cruel, abnormal behavior and species available for consumption. 

The qualifier for subjectivity is still verbal-language, which the animal-humans cling to 

despite their advanced understanding of non-verbal or body-language. Whether or not the 

animal-humans can read the body-language of animals is never mentioned, though it 

seems like they cannot. If they cannot, the question becomes whether they lack the ability 
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to do so or whether other species lack emotional and/or rational “content”—really, 

subjectivity— to be read.  

 These contradictions, though intriguing, fail to extend any consistently positive 

ethical status to animals not of the human or animal-human species. The physical and 

potential cerebral difference of animal-human children offer a model of the potential 

subjectivity of a more-radically different other; however, the text never links this 

potential to any potential subjectivity in other species. One could thus argue that this text 

fundamentally upholds the idea of ethics as basically human, and reliant on some kind of 

genetic or socially “taught” human contribution. Of course, one could externally combat 

this by noting the ways in which nonhuman animals rarely display the behavior deemed 

most unethical by humans in the text. Most nonhuman species, for instance, avoid incest 

and, with extraordinarily few exceptions, anything resembling torture, especially torture 

of other members of their species.  

Again, these are extra-textual arguments; within the text, there is one last passage 

I find incredibly intriguing. In it, Eli assures Lorene that he believes they, and ‘humanity’ 

at large, will survive the organism: 

“once we knew what to look for on Proxi Two, we found the 

organisms in almost every animal species alive there. Some were 

immune—herbivores tended to be immune—and I suspect a lot of 

other species had been driven into extinction.” (Clay’s Ark 192). 

I’m particularly interested in Butler’s inclusion of the detail “herbivores seemed 

resistant to the disease.” How, in the larger context of the work, do we read this? I would 

argue that it is potentially pro-animal as indicative of an ideally vegetarian ethic. This 
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reading hinges upon a reading of the organism itself. The organism, which at one point is 

compared to a wrathful Christian God, causes people to re-evaluate their ethical and 

social structures in positive ways. However, it does this only by forcing characters to 

confront a heightened tendency toward and capacity for evil. Humans “need” the animal 

of the parasitic organism to overcome the “animal” which is more specifically human, the 

“animal” of deliberate cruelty, destruction, and denial of kinship. It’s this human-

animality which is destructive rather than constructive, negative rather than positive.  

This human-animality is that which authorizes the negation of other beings, through 

sexual and other objectification followed by consumption. The organisms themselves 

“grow” by sharing, both the cells of hosts and, as we see at the novel’s close, by 

communicating with different strains of cells. Their constructive positivity is not based in 

denying and destroying the subjectivity of other organisms, just as the animal-human 

society is not based on an imagined superiority over human species. The herbivores live 

without consuming any other animals, and are thus ethically complete in-and-of 

themselves. Humans need the organism to develop a new way of ethical-being, one 

which is not constructed in relation to inferiorized-difference. The herbivore is thus a 

model of completion, an ideational alternative to Derrida’s carno-phallogocentrism.8  

This reading is strengthened by the work of proponents of the “feminist 

vegetarian ethic” described in Adam’s seminal The Sexual Politics of Meat. Adams’ 

establishes a cultural link between women and animals as objects of consumption, one 

evident in the imagery of “masculine” meat-eating and pornography and in the 

                                                
8 Another potential reading of herbivore’s immunity is that the organism “preserves” these animals as 
livestock in the interest of promoting human survival. Steven suggests that the herbivores might be carriers, 
in turn implying their possibly role in spreading the disease; however, I would argue that, regardless, 
herbivores function as ideational models as an alternative to carno-phallogocentrism based constructions of 
individual and social identity.  
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terminology of sexual assault (Adams 64). Additionally, the metaphorically-idealized 

herbivore would seem in line with the readings of “cannabilism as a literal threat or 

metaphor” as a trope central in exploring racial, gendered, and economic relationships in 

Butler’s fiction (Sands 1). 

Of course, Clay’s Ark is not an explicitly feminist-vegetarian text. It is, however, 

certainly a novel of transformation, of biological, individual, and social change. Vint 

relates it to the ideas of fixed “molar” identity versus fluid “molecular” identity presented 

by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in their work, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 

Schitzophrenia (qtd. in Vint 286). Delueze and Guattari propose the concept of becoming 

animal as a model for imagining the fluidity of individual identity as a continual, 

“molecular” process rather than fixed and “molar,” i.e. “essential” (qtd. in Vint 287). 

Vint, in an especially lovely passage, describes Clay’s Ark as imagining “a moment of 

becoming” in a process of radical transformation towards another way of being human 

subjects (288). As a becoming, it leaves open the possibility for positive, constructive 

change; as a moment, clearly new conceptualizations of species and sex transcend the 

binary-based language used to define and discuss them.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

As I whittled-down the scope of this thesis, to a continent, to a culture, to a few decades 

and a few authors, I imagined I was doing myself a favor by narrowing down, 

correspondingly, the questions this thesis might leave me with. Instead, I’m left with a 

multitude potential direction for further study, foremost among which (for me) would be 

a comparative analysis of literature by men. Scholtmeijer claims that her survey of 

animals in literature clearly indicated a difference in how female versus male authors 

used animals (“Animals in Women’s Fiction” 259). I feel the validity of her argument is 

strengthened by a reading of her more general survey in Animal Victims. Further, while I 

haven’t done enough formal research on the topic, I have found myself identifying 

different trends in representations of animals and gender in other literature. As a short-

story enthusiast, I’m particularly aware of these trends in short fiction, where I have 

noted a tendency among writers like Alice Munro, Barbara Kingsolver, Mary Robinson, 

and Lorrie Moore, among others, to promote animals and identify women with them as 

both victims and allies in an overwhelmingly alienating, demoralizing human society. In 

contrast, in the work of male authors, women are often associated with animals as exotic, 

unknowable or unattainable; for instance, in the likening of “the girl that got away” to a 

wild horse in Junot Diaz’s “Alma,” the peacock associated with mothers and children in 

Raymond Carver’s “The Peacock,” or the threatening, mysterious, feminized-bird 

intruder stoned to death by a crowd of men and boys in TC Boyle’s “Rara Avis.”   

 These trends in the representation and function of animals in literature by men 

versus literature by women are, ostensibly, related to the cultural position and 
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experiences of the authors. Women, as socially oppressed, are as was established in the 

introduction theoretically more likely to identify with animals as “other.”  Further, when 

we are looking at the genders of the subjects of literature, Birke’s argument regarding the 

interrelation of human and animal “performances” very likely shape the relational 

representation of the animal and attitudes toward it.  

Even without comparative analysis, this feminist animal studies approach has 

yielded some interesting results, especially in relation to existing criticism. Clearly, in all 

of these works the female is identified more strongly with the animal on the basis of their 

related status as other. This connection is constructive and positive from both a feminist 

and animal studies perspective because it’s rooted in and leads to an implicit or explicate 

critique of dominative ideology. More problematic are certain associations between 

women and animals that seem to imply an “essential” relation between the two. This 

issue is most prominent in The Temple of My Familiar, where animals “clear preference 

for women” (365) and, conversely, women’s singular ability to speak for and relate to 

animals are represented as part of a historically constructed femininity. These 

problematic associations are related to the supposed closeness to women with nature as 

well as the expectation that women be natural caregivers and nurturers of child-like 

animals.   

A key factor in the representation of women’s identification with animals is the 

type of animal involved. Pets are problematic because of their represented “willingness” 

to play into a cultural role likened to and facilitating the construction of women’s on two 

levels; the “like” construction of women’s dependency on men and the construction of 

women as natural caregivers. Livestock, the other subcategory of domesticated animals, 
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are periphery presences in these works, and never identified with. More often, they are 

implied by their consumption as meat or milk. This subtext of animal consumption seems 

to ignore or deny the potential value or rights of these kind of animals; for instance, the 

otherwise animal-obsessed Mrs. Carlin of Hempel’s “At The Gates of the Animal 

Kingdom,” serves her wards milk along with their vegetarian ‘burgers,’ Lissie allows 

Rafe to eat meat and never fully denounces meat-eating herself, the animal-humans in 

Clay’s Ark raise chickens, cows, and hogs, etc.  

Another similarity between these works in the frequency of the absent-mother 

figure. I established this most fully in the chapter on Hempel; however, Suwelo’s 

biological mother also died when he was a child, as did Kiera and Rane’s mother. This 

absence creates a particular need for a source and model of maternal compassion. It also 

may be related to the repeated “dread” motherless characters feel toward motherhood, 

both in terms of the physical process of childbearing and childrearing. As I noted in the 

Hempel, animals often provide that nurturing and warmth the mother does not. In The 

Temple of My Familiar, for example, Lissie’s description of the cousin’s seems 

particularly touching to Suwelo, who we later learn grew up in an abusive home; in 

Clay’s Ark, Kiera and, to some extent, Rane find themselves bonding (in Rane’s case, 

against her own will) with the animal-human mothers. In The Temple of My Familiar, 

Lissie describes part of the animal-familiar or cousins role as protecting women during 

childbirth related “weakness” from men; in Clay’s Ark, accepting the “animal” organism 

makes birth relatively painless for women and seems to heighten both their desire to care 

for and instinctive protectiveness toward children. Given the historical conceptualization 
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of birth as animal-like and children as closer to animals, this particular association of 

motherhood and animals is significant for its positivity. 

Another figure we see in all three works is the male-artist; in Hempel’s “Tumble 

Home,” the painter; in The Temple of My Familiar, Rafe; and in Clay’s Ark, Steven. Each 

of these artists are somehow “defeated,” i.e. by the narrator of “Tumble Home” gaining 

authorial control, Rafe’s failure to photographically “capture” Lissie’s “essence,” and 

Steven’s relinquishment of the violin to join the animal-humans. Even if they aren’t 

necessarily antagonistic characters, each do represent a masculine dominated cultural 

realm of art. The recurrence of these characters suggest a particular awareness these 

women-as-writers may have expressed of the masculine-domination of their own artistic 

realm; the defeat of these characters, coupled by the empowerment of the literature’s 

central female subjects, is a symbolic assertion of the woman-as-author’s identity as 

artist. This identity—this art—is established “outside” male culture (both in the meta-

sense of the text as a whole and within the text) partially by using animal imagery and 

metaphor, which is inherently outside dominant culture. The language of animals is 

particularly important here. In Hempel, we see the talking gorillas in “Tumble Home” 

and “In the Cemetery Where Al Jolson is Buried” using language is a way that allows the 

narrator to subvert certain aspects of dominant culture. In The Temple of My Familiar, 

Lissie explicitly describes women’s responsibility to speak for animals in masculine 

culture, a responsibility which is also empowering. Clay’s Ark suggests that by 

integrating with the animal as the animal-humans do we might transcend language. In 

each of these cases, the particular kind of language or non-language of animals is 

construed as potentially advantageous, both as an alternative to the language and 
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narrative conventional of an overwhelmingly masculine culture and even as a means of 

defiance within that culture.  

I would like to clarify that I don’t believe these particular connections and 

functions we see with women in relation to animals are part of a “feminine” mode of 

writing. Rather, I see them as a common development in the literature of women writers 

who, despite their different racial and socioeconomic backgrounds, share certain common 

experiences as women living in a patriarchal culture. Dagmar Lorenz’s work in “Man and 

Animal: The Discourse of Discrimination and Exclusion in a Literary Context,” 

demonstrates how certain facets of close-identification with animals are common to the 

work of many marginalized or minority groups.  

 Obviously, from a critical perspective, I feel this thesis has offered some 

intriguing patterns as well as many directions for further studies. As a writer, it has been 

invaluable, both because it gave me the language and evidence to validate my pre-

existing suspicions about the particular significance of animals in literature and because it 

confirmed—and in some cases, innovated—the value of animals as complex, political, 

and decidedly not “trivial” in literature. While I’m still struggling with how to “think 

with” animals in an ethical, progressive way, I’m certain at least that, as Linda Birke, 

concludes in, “Intimate Familiarities,” that, “we all share in making and  remaking the 

world. We all share in co-creating our situatedness” (433). 
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