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“Soon We Will Grow Tails”: 

Animal Stories, Memory, and 

Reimagining the Not-Quite-

Human in Madeleine Thien’s 

Dogs at the Perimeter

Nandini Thiyagarajan

In Madeleine Thien’s novel Dogs at the Perimeter, the protagonist, Janie, 
loses her parents and brother at the hands of the Khmer Rouge dur-
ing the Cambodian Genocide. When we meet her, she is trying to 
reconcile a sense of self and sustain a family in Montreal. For Janie, 
intimacy remains haunted by trauma as she struggles to hold on to 
memories of lost loved ones without having her relationship to her 
son and husband bear traces of her violent history. Since memories 
of the genocide appear seamlessly throughout her everyday life, she 
cannot shake the fear that she will lose her husband and son, as she 
has already lost the rest of her family. Migration and memory are 
deeply connected to loss, especially as they revolve around histori-
cal trauma. Loss colors memory and makes living in the present and 
rebuilding relationships an exercise in navigating through one’s 
sense of self. This essay is oriented around the question: “as the body 
moves, where does memory live?” (Um 6). In response, I illuminate a 
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relationship among migration, memory, identity, and animals to argue 
that significant parts of Janie’s memory and identity are entangled 
with nonhuman animals.

Though they appear sparsely, the dogs in the title Dogs at the 
Perimeter serve as a key to understanding the roles that animals play 
in the story. The titular phrase occurs once, after Janie survives and 
escapes the Khmer Rouge, as she and her brother, along with several 
other refugees, board a boat that will take them away from Cambodia:

My last image of Cambodia was darkness, it was the sound of nearly 
forty mute wanderers, of silent prayers. I closed my eyes. My father 
told me how Hanuman had crossed the ocean, how he had gone into 
another life. Look back, my mother said, one last time. I followed 
her through our twilit apartment, walked in the shade of my father, 
past bare walls and open windows, the noise of the street pouring 
in. Between us, she said, I had known love, I had lived a childhood 
that might sustain me. I remembered beauty. Long ago, it had not 
seemed necessary to note its presence, to set the dogs out at the 
perimeter. I felt her in the persistent drumming of water against the 
boat’s hull. Guard the ones you love, she told me. Carry us with you 
into the next life. (135)

Beginning with Hanuman, a monkey god from the ancient South 
Asian story, The Ramayana, this passage leads to a figurative use of 
dogs set out to guard a perimeter.

We generally associate dogs with qualities that reflect their sta-
tus as companion species par excellence, a status that Donna Haraway 
reinforces in The Companion Species Manifesto. Dogs, she insists, are a 
“species in obligatory, constitutive, historical, protean relationship 
with humans” (5). Even within the context of pet-keeping, relation-
ships with dogs are fraught and revolve simultaneously around love, 
care, control, and violence. Relationships with dogs vary across cul-
tures too: some societies see them as beloved, treasured companions 
or family members and others as pests or food. Bénédicte Boisseron 
describes the complex relationship between dehumanization and 
dogs, where marginalized people were prohibited from owning dogs 
(or pets in general) because the right to own an animal was reserved 
for individuals considered to be fully human—those who could not 
be owned themselves (xxiv). The image of dogs as precious and lov-
ing family members shifts again when we see how particular breeds 
have been “enlisted to police racial, national and class boundaries” 
(McHugh 122). Consistently, dogs have been enlisted to guard the 
boundaries between self and other, home and outside, as well as loved 
ones and strangers. They are used as a method of controlling who is 
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allowed in the home and who is kept out; dogs guard what people 
consider to be invaluable.

When Thien writes that Janie must “set the dogs out at the 
perimeter” (135), she invokes an image of dogs as loyal protectors, 
though their protectiveness has been mobilized within tenuous 
histories. The saying “set the dogs out at the perimeter” constructs 
a relationship between animals and memory in which Janie sets the 
dogs out at the perimeter of her mind to guard memories of her 
home. After Janie is forcefully displaced from her physical home in 
Cambodia, her relationship to home begins to reside solely in her 
memories. To set the dogs out at the perimeter of her memories of 
home enlists dogs with a vital role in how Janie processes loss, as well 
as how she lives with her memories and keeps them safe. She takes 
this further when she navigates life after surviving the genocide by 
continuing to entrust memories of her family to animals, which is 
clear in her relationship with her pet cat, Jambavan.

Jambavan embodies a story from The Ramayana, passed down 
to Janie from her father. The main characters are mythical animals, 
Hanuman and Jambavan, the king of bears who convinced Hanu-
man that he was brave and strong enough to make the leap across 
oceans. The story, which Janie recalls before she leaves Cambodia, 
shapes her thoughts about home and migration. By naming Janie’s 
cat “Jambavan,” Thien imbues her with a long lineage of meaning 
and history that connects this feline to powerful, mythical animals, 
while also drawing a bridge between Jambavan the cat and three 
generations of Janie’s family, from her father to her son. Entrust-
ing Jambavan with this history gives form to Janie’s memory of her 
father, allows her to carry memories of her family into her next life, 
and demonstrates how grief can take an animal shape. In this essay, 
I look to the titular dogs and Jambavan the cat to articulate how the 
novel connects the self and identity to animals.

The self is an enduring focus of Dogs at the Perimeter that Thien 
uses to respond to how the Khmer Rouge systematically stripped away 
selves and “shattered identities” (Troeung 162). For 12 years, Janie 
has worked as a researcher at the Brain Research Center (BRC) with 
her mentor Hiroji. She is captivated by how, for the patients who 
seek treatment at the center, “so many selves are born and reborn 
here, lost and imagined anew” (34–35). The novel pursues questions 
about the self and consciousness, but one question in particular that 
is posed to Hiroji by a man diagnosed with Alzheimer’s captures the 
narrative: “I would like to know which part of the mind remains untouched, 
barricaded, if there is a part of me that lasts, that is incorruptible, the absolute 
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centre of who I am” (16). The wish to barricade a core part of the self 
aligns with Janie’s need to “set the dogs out at the perimeter” (135) 
of her core memories of home and family. If there is a core part 
of the self, I argue that the novel attaches it to animals. The novel 
does this by entrusting animals with memories of Janie’s family and 
also by depicting her research on a genus of sea slugs called Aplysia, 
through which she directly learns about consciousness and memory 
by experimenting on animals.

To entrust animals with memory and identity acknowledges 
two vital aspects of literary animals. On the one hand, giving the 
cat the responsibility of embodying so much history and memory 
depends on viewing animals as open signifiers that can take on any 
meaning. On the other hand, to entrust the cat with this history in-
herently recognizes a liveliness in the animal, a creatureliness that 
can animate the memory of Janie’s father, making him (in a different 
form) a part of Janie’s current family. By focusing on how animals 
in Dogs at the Perimeter both function as narrative devices and bring 
their own lives, stories, and histories on the page, I offer a zooëtic 
analysis that demonstrates the work animals can do in historical 
fiction. Una Chaudhuri’s concept of zooësis refers to “the ways the 
animal is put into discourse: constructed, represented, understood, 
and misunderstood” (5). A zooëtic analysis refuses to allow the animal 
to fall into the realm of the figurative and instead foregrounds the 
liveliness of animals that often spills over and complicates texts that 
try to contain them. Chaudhuri asserts, “animals seem to be speaking 
back, rejecting their rhetorical exploitation, challenging us to think 
anew about them and about our relationship to them. Animal lives, 
they seem to be suggesting, are not as distant and unconnected to 
ours as we think. . . . And they are not figments of our imaginations: 
they have independent existences and real lives as rich and valuable 
as our own” (4).

By holding these two senses of literary animals alongside each 
other, I demonstrate how symbolic or mythological relationships to 
animals translate into material ways of knowing and being. This essay 
looks to the more symbolic dimensions of literary animals by focusing 
on the self and identity, thereby framing the more material ways of 
knowing animals represented by Aplysia, the genus of sea slug that 
mediates Janie’s search for answers about the human brain. Knowl-
edge about the inner workings of Aplysia’s body (though derived 
from often violent scientific experimentation) becomes a language 
passed down between Janie and her son Kiri. Thien’s representation 
of Aplysia considers how embracing animals—even uncharismatic, 
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often uncared for animals—means changing our notions of kinship in 
ways that an adherence to anthropocentric and human exceptionalist 
conceptualizations of belonging won’t enable.

Each component of my analysis of the novel works toward 
one central assertion: Janie’s relationships with animals undo and 
reimagine the not-quite-human. Perhaps it should not be surprising 
that animals enter the relationship among displacement, memory, 
and history because animality exists at the core of the figure of the 
refugee. Regardless of their refugee status, Claire Jean Kim contends 
that from the beginning racialized groups were never considered 
to be fully human but imagined, rather, as existing in a borderland 
between the human and the animal (24). Refugees face a particular 
kind of dehumanization and animalization that does not stop after 
they survive atrocities in their home countries. The forces that con-
figure refugees as animals, threats, and disposable beings persist as 
they seek refuge in new countries, which “further complicates the 
refugee’s relationship with his or her ‘humanity’” (Nyers 78). The 
involuntary oscillation between humanness and nonhumanness, 
along with global and societal pressures that make certain humans’ 
lives disposable, construct the position of the not-quite-human.

According to Neferti Tadiar, the not-quite-human depicts “an 
impossible form of everyday being in the world,” considered to be 
disposable, surplus people who are the product of global capitalism; 
the not-quite-human is the result of establishing the human (embod-
ied only by certain humans) as the only valued form of life (7). The 
not-quite-human is held on the boundaries between the human and 
the animal and negotiates their identities and relationships to the 
world within this very precarious space. In Dogs at the Perimeter, Janie 
occupies this position of the not-quite-human, and her relationships 
to animals are spaces where she navigates her position in the world 
and her complex relationship to her own humanity. My analysis does 
not equate refugees and animals, nor does it leverage a hierarchical 
relationship of animal concerns over humans. Rather, I am interested 
in how the animal underlies the figure of the refugee and the not-
quite-human because of the fundamental ways that these categories 
challenge what it means to be human and call for different concep-
tualizations of human and animal life.

I contend that the proximity between humans and animals 
shaped by processes of dehumanization and animalization can cre-
ate a particular human-animal relationship that we see unfolding in 
Dogs at the Perimeter. I highlight human-animal relationships that can 
grow from—and not in denial of—dehumanization, and I recognize 
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animals’ presence in narratives, like Dogs at the Perimeter, that connect 
migration, memory, and identity to animals as evidence of such a 
relationship. Paying attention to more intimate human-animal rela-
tionships, and bringing animals into the conversation, can provide a 
sense of how animals contribute to how survivors navigate memory 
and learn to occupy different modalities of “what it means to be hu-
man” (Ong 6). At the heart of different conceptualizations of the 
human is a restructuring of how life is valued in response to the de-
humanization and animalization people faced during the genocide, 
and the human-animal relationships in Dogs at the Perimeter represent 
a way of valuing and taking seriously the roles that animals play for 
migration and memory.

Afterlives of the Cambodian Genocide

Initially set in Montreal, Dogs at the Perimeter follows the histories of a 
few characters as their migrations lead to and from Japan, Thailand, 
Laos, and Cambodia. Janie’s treatment under the Khmer Rouge 
regime shapes her life and her sense of self. Ultimately, the Cam-
bodian Genocide frames everything—particularly the relationships 
between humans and animals, as well as Janie’s relationship to her 
own humanity—that transpires in the novel. The US bombing and 
subsequent abandonment of Cambodia from 1969 to 1973 set the 
stage for the rise of the Khmer Rouge. In what would become Pol 
Pot’s Cambodia during the span of only four years between 1975 
and 1979, approximately 2.2 million people out of a population of 
seven million perished, whether by executions, starvation, disease, 
hard labor, or disappearances (Um 2). The Cambodian Genocide 
also forced the migration of another 600,000 Cambodians out of 
their ancestral homelands, with over 100,000 refugees resettling in 
America and another 18,000 resettling in Canada.

The Khmer Rouge’s aim was to “transform Cambodia into a 
rural, classless society in which there were no rich people, no poor 
people, and no exploitation” (Dy 2). The Democratic Kampuchea 
(DK) regime “abolished money, evacuated cities and towns, prohib-
ited religious practices, suspended formal education, newspapers, and 
postal services, collectivized eating after 1977, and made everyone 
wear peasant costumes” (Chandler, Tragedy 1). During the Cambodian 
Genocide, “Angkar turned the world upside down” (Thien 104). 
This “world turned upside down (kalab phen dey)” (Um 13) was a 
product of Khmer Rouge extremism that had put down deep roots 
in a country shaped by its geographical location between Vietnam 
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and Thailand, as well as generations of imperialism, colonialism, 
corruption, and poverty.

Dogs at the Perimeter is part of a growing body of scholarly and 
artistic representations of the Cambodian Genocide that attends to 
larger histories in conversation with the stories and experiences of 
survivors, particularly those who live in the diaspora. Thien’s novel 
is one of the first two Canadian literary texts—both written by non-
Cambodians—to take up the subject of the Cambodian Genocide.1 
As an outsider novel, Dogs at the Perimeter mobilizes an “aesthetics of 
entwined responsibility to work against the idea of the Cambodian 
Genocide as a ‘foreign trauma,’ as an event that happened solely 
‘over there’” (Troeung 152). An invisibility pervades the Cambodian 
Genocide, and historical fiction can take on the responsibility of 
representing a “Cambodian tragedy that haunts twentieth-century 
collective memory.” This history of terror was under-recognized 
internationally, made invisible, and swept up in a flood of atrocities 
stemming from the Vietnam War. The Khmer Rouge even held on 
to its UN seat with considerable international support until 1993. 
The invisibility of the Cambodian Genocide extends into the present 
and shapes how survivors, as well as the next generations living in 
the diaspora, experience and live with their collective histories and 
memories. Mourning within the collective memory of the diaspora be-
comes a refusal to submit to the invisibility or dismissal of this history.

Dogs at the Perimeter is a text that mourns for those who were 
disappeared, killed, tortured, and torn away from their homes and 
loved ones during the Cambodian Genocide. In addition, the novel 
refuses to locate the genocide in the past and focuses instead on the 
lasting personal impacts of surviving the Khmer Rouge regime. Thien 
outlines specific events of the Cambodian Genocide through Janie’s 
shifting sense of self: she is an unnamed girl before the genocide (she 
may also not remember her name), then is renamed Mei during the 
Khmer Rouge regime, and eventually becomes Janie after arriving in 
Canada. The novel’s focus on the self is rooted within the ways the 
Khmer Rouge systematically targeted people’s identities and forced 
them to strip away every part of themselves. Janie describes how, 
during the Khmer Rouge regime, “belongings were slid away, then 
family and loved ones, and then finally our loyalties and ourselves. 
Worthless or precious, indifferent or loved, all of our treasures had 
been treated the same” (39). Placing belongings, loved ones, and 
identity alongside each other as targets of the Khmer Rouge gestures 
to a confluence between public and private disappearances that ad-
dress how survivors’ senses of self disappeared as their loved ones did.
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Thien’s novel suggests that these public acts of disappearance 
“instate a shattering of subjectivity” that cannot be fully accounted for 
by universalized biomedical models (Troeung 162). The Cambodian 
Genocide involved an “intentionally psychological component. The 
Khmer Rouge mission to obliterate Khmer culture and start anew 
made the mass psychology of the Khmer people a target for the re-
gime” (Reicherter 8). Pol Pot’s horrible vision was intent on attacking 
“the soul of a culture” (Reicherter 7); the Khmer Rouge not only 
destroyed important cultural and religious icons but also dismantled 
familial relationships in an effort to make love and intimacy things of 
the past. From sex to friendship and familial love, the Khmer Rouge 
sought to control various forms of love and intimacy because they 
“were threatened by all expressions of love—between husbands and 
wives, parents and children, friends and colleagues. Everyone had 
to renounce personal intimacies” (Becker 224). Mourning, too, was 
strictly forbidden: “to pray, to grieve the missing, to long for the old 
life, all these were forms of betrayal” (Thien 79). Janie witnesses the 
disappearance, murder, rape, and torture of countless people. The 
brutal shattering of self, family, and community that Janie endured 
during the Cambodian Genocide has a lasting impact. The story 
takes place 30 years after the genocide but “still,” Janie explains, “I 
remember everything” (154).

The novel complicates straightforward psychological diagnoses 
by highlighting the limitations of the “clinical gaze” divorced from 
sociohistorical contexts (Troeung 162). Thien focuses on the last-
ing impact of the Khmer Rouge regime, and she demonstrates how 
everything, from Janie’s mind to her familial relationships, bears the 
brunt of her history. Janie searches for help in a host of epistemolo-
gies, from psychology and neurology to Buddhist understandings of 
death and haunting. Janie also trudges through periods of depression 
and isolation. On her worst days, she quickly becomes disoriented 
and scattered, conditions that on a few occasions lead to aggression 
against her son and an inability to soothe him. On other, seemingly 
clear days, her memories of Cambodia, her father, and her brother 
flow into her everyday life. While running errands or riding the bus, 
she might see someone or something that creates a seamless shift 
in the narrative, returning her to times either before or during the 
genocide, as well as reminding her of the people who have since 
passed away. For instance, Janie describes, “I begin walking, unsure 
where to go. I smell coffee from a nearby bakery, I see my little brother 
and myself, and the smell of bread permeates the air. We are caught 
outside when the air raid sirens begin. I try to pull him away” (61). 
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This was “last night’s memory,” Janie explains, “when mortar fire 
started and the rockets began to fall, the middle of the hot season, 
the beginning of the last Khmer Rouge offensive.” Janie’s past para-
doxically manages both to haunt her and to be present at all times. 
In another moment, after hearing a woman tell her child, “we are safe 
as houses” (63), Janie sees her father “in the shape of another person, 
walking up ahead. I see the suit of clothes he used to wear, the haircut 
he had, his briefcase and his scuffed, worn-down shoes.” The past 
is never far away; “the past irreparably bleeds into the present, for 
the meaning that survivors attribute to the present is often framed 
by reference, consciously or subconsciously, to the past” (Um 196).

Janie experiences memory flickers that punctuate the pres-
ent—sometimes they are a welcome vision of the past and at other 
times they jarringly bring forward what she wishes to remain obscure. 
Memory flickers are central to survivors’ existences but are also “their 
constant source of pain because they are reminders of things lost, 
fragmented, shattered, things that can never be fully recovered” (Um 
196). For survivors, memory is at once unavoidable and at times a 
welcomed link to lost loved ones. Memories of trauma are isolating. 
This isolation is demonstrated in a Cambodian Genocide survivor’s 
interview with Khatharya Um: “the more I remembered, the more 
I felt excluded and alone.” Memory also acts as a thread to a life 
previously lived. Memory retrieval is necessary for some survivors 
to affirm “the fact that they had existed, that they had a past, a his-
tory, and a community, that they had once lived in a world where 
reason did prevail” (Um 233). Janie’s memory flickers convey the 
complexity of remembering, where sometimes her memories send 
her back into the thick of her trauma, which either disorients and 
incapacitates her or causes aggression. At other times, listening to 
a mother talk to her child about safety brings forward a welcomed, 
warm vision of her father.

The Khmer Rouge’s forceful attempts to erase the self not only 
impact survivors’ memories but also chip away at survivors’ senses 
of being human. Connections to family, community, memories, and 
history comprise our identities. What sense of self would remain if 
everything, from your name, family, and culture to your religion, 
job, and history gets erased? The Khmer Rouge intended to create 
empty selves faithful only to the state. In the world turned upside 
down, identities and humanity were stripped away to such a degree 
that humans were no longer deemed humans: in the words of one 
survivor, “soon we will grow tails” (qtd. in Um 219). The dismantling 
of the self that Dogs at the Perimeter grapples with insidiously works to 
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disrupt survivors’ relationship to their own humanity. As I elaborate 
in the following section, the prevailing questions in the novel about 
Cambodian Genocide survivors’ and refugees’ senses of self and 
memory are precisely questions about humanity, what makes us hu-
man, and where people turn when that humanity is erased.

The Figure of the Refugee and the Human

Scholarship that explores the many facets of refugee histories, memo-
ries, and everyday lives recognizes that the refugee represents a way 
of being that has been dehumanized and made not-quite-human. 
Stripped of humanity, the refugee becomes “bare life,” which Agamben 
defines as “neither an animal life nor a human life, but a life that is 
separated and excluded from itself” (38). The figure of the refugee 
demonstrates how humanness is not inherent to all humans but 
can be allocated to and strategically withheld from certain humans 
based on race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality, class, or mental 
and physical (dis)ability.

Humanness has not been allocated equally to everyone and we 
need only look to the rhetoric of crisis that has historically surrounded 
migration to see how this logic endures in our current moment. The 
Great Chain of Being, Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae, and Blumenbach’s 
racial taxonomy conflated nonwhite people and animals and estab-
lished a place for racialized people in between humans and animals 
or as not fully human. Such taxonomies and the proximity established 
between race and animality informed processes of colonization and 
imperialism that were premised on the belief of the inherent savagery 
of racialized people. To be sure, the histories of violence that shape 
refugees’ lives owe their legacy to “colonial cartographies and racial 
classifications that sort and grade stages of human being” (Nguyen 
15). In the figure of the refugee, we see that “contemporary history 
has created a new kind of human being” (Arendt 254).

During the Cambodian Genocide, the mechanisms that the 
Khmer Rouge employed pointedly targeted aspects of life that are 
commonly thought to be proper to humans, such as history, religion, 
education, culture, language, familial bonds, and mourning. To be 
clear, however, foundational thinkers in animal studies have dem-
onstrated that the traits previously thought to belong exclusively to 
humans in fact also belong to animals. Animals demonstrate complex 
capacities for language, social relationships, mourning, intelligence, 
familial bonds, and happiness that humans are only very recently 
figuring out how to recognize and appreciate.2 The Khmer Rouge 
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desecrated Buddhist temples and killed thousands of monks, as well as 
the Buddhist royal family. They targeted educated people, prohibited 
formal education (thus reducing adult literacy by 90%), removed the 
royal vocabulary from the Khmer language, and tried to break familial 
bonds by forbidding love and acts of mourning. In 1975, a spokesman 
for the Cambodian government “proudly announced that ‘more than 
two thousand years’ of Cambodian history had ended” (Chandler, 
Tragedy 1). Each of these strategies has a distinct aim of eliminating 
what makes people human. As Aihwa Ong explains, “during those 
times, Cambodians experienced multiple displacements, encounters 
with authorities who wielded absolute power over their lives and 
death, and the kind of terror and hardship that transformed their 
identity as men and women, their sense of who they were as human 
beings” (26). When Janie struggles to conceptualize her sense of self, 
she turns to relationships with animals to sketch out a sense of being 
and family, as well as to respond to the forces of dehumanization she 
faced during the genocide.

Stories of the Cambodian Genocide—either those told by 
survivors or encapsulated by historical fiction—reach for animals to 
describe and process experiences and memories. Dogs at the Perim-
eter brings animals into the story when Janie is working through her 
memories of her family, as she learns how to understand memory 
and identity through animals, and as she embraces the ways in which 
animals comprise a different kind of kinship and family that moves 
beyond the human. The animal repeatedly comes into view in survi-
vors’ accounts of the Cambodian Genocide. In Um’s interviews with 
members of the the Cambodian diaspora, the animal is invoked to 
articulate memories or reach for a comparison that might shed light 
on a survivor’s trauma. For instance, a man named Huot describes 
the Khmer Rouge’s attack on intimacy and family through the lens 
of animalization: “It was no longer as if we were a family . . . with 
thoughts and respect for each other. . . . We no longer related to each 
other the same way . . . no longer humans with dignity but mating 
like animals” (qtd. in Um 30). Bo, who survived the children’s camps, 
describes how the distribution and scarcity of food made children 
feel and act like animals: “We fought like dogs over a piece of bone . 
. . like animals, just like animals. . . . We would perch in the rain like 
monkeys waiting for them to row their boats alongside the dikes and 
distribute our food” (qtd. in Um 57). In her testimony to the Khmer 
Rouge tribunal, Thouch Phandara explains that “the conditions in 
which [my parents] died were not worthy of animals” (185). There is 
a clear link between survivors’ experiences and animality that I read 
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as a form of human-animal identification. Animals come to repre-
sent the opposite of dignified human relations because animals are 
often reduced to biological functions, such as mating. Hunger also 
animalizes people, and fighting over and begging for food brings to 
mind animal behavior. Survivors reach for animals and animality to 
describe their experiences because they are already known beings 
who can be treated with impunity, and this is particularly disorienting 
when animals are treated better than humans.

When people are dehumanized, they do not occupy that posi-
tion in the world alone. Rather, animals are also held in a similar sub-
jectless position because of the ways in which people instrumentalize, 
objectify, and use their bodies. If animalization and dehumanization 
were the key mechanisms that facilitated violence against Cambodian 
people, then why turn to animals or think in more complex ways about 
human-animal relationships? The move to gain agency by asserting 
that people are not, in fact, animals is understandable and necessary. 
However, relationships that embrace animals and animality also arise 
from dehumanization. When survivors reach for animals to articulate 
their stories, they draw animals into a relationship with their selves 
and identities. Animals come to embody survivors’ experiences, and 
that does not always translate to a distancing and differentiating be-
tween animals and humans. Thien’s novel suggests that animals can 
house parts of the self and identity. Animals help Janie navigate her 
memories of the genocide, as well as move toward a different form 
of kinship that centers on animals. A lasting human-animal intimacy 
can arise from experiences of dehumanization and animalization 
that may originate from violence but becomes caring, integral to 
identity, and kind.

A Father and a Cat

There is a cat who roams the pages of Dogs at the Perimeter. Jambavan 
the cat is the first character we meet in the novel: “there is a cat who 
finds the puddles of sunshine. She was small when the boy was small, 
but then she grew up and left him behind. Still, at night, she hunkers 
down on Kiri’s bed, proprietorial. They were born just a few weeks 
apart, but now he is seven and she is forty-four” (5). Janie’s relation-
ship with Jambavan brings intentionality to the ways in which animals 
help her carry loss and memory of loved ones, as Janie entrusts the 
cat with memories of her father. Janie purposely keeps Jambavan 
close and forms a bond with her that she passes down to her son, 
representing a kind of lineage between Janie’s family and Jambavan.
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Kiri and his cat share a close bond. In the same way as the cat 
is proprietorial toward him, she is often described as Kiri’s cat, and 
these lines of ownership point to the way in which Janie wants them 
to belong to each other. Though Jambavan is Kiri’s cat, Janie also 
cares deeply for her. The cat witnesses the first time that Janie’s over-
whelmed and disoriented state deteriorates into forgetting her son 
at daycare, and then a complete inability to interact with or comfort 
him. Janie watches as Kiri “picked up his cat and buried his face in 
her fur” (37) while she struggles to make him dinner. Janie eventu-
ally locks herself in her bedroom where she finds that

Jambavan was lying on my pillow. Kiri’s cat watched me lazily. I liked 
her company. I remembered the day we brought her home, this 
tiny kitten who loved to nestle inside Kiri’s sock drawer. Around the 
apartment, my son would crawl like a maniac, sputtering, “Jambajam-
bajamba.” Navin said, “Sounds like a Latin dance.” The name had 
been my idea, Jambavan, the king of bears, a hero of the Ramayana, 
the epic that, in Cambodia, we called the Reamker. (37–38)

Even during this disoriented state, Janie remembers the lineage 
behind Jambavan’s name; it reminds her of her own history and of 
hearing her father tell her stories: “‘Tonight,’ he says, ‘we will travel 
the world with Jambavan, the king of bears.’ My father can recite all 
the shiny strands of the Ramayana” (64). Janie’s father is the only 
one of her family members who disappeared during the genocide 
and his fate remains unknown. He represents “what it was to have 
the missing live on, unending, within us” (9). Lives of survivors can 
come undone in this “liminal state of impaired mourning” (Um 184), 
and it is precisely at this point that Janie imagines a new form of life 
for her father in Jambavan the cat. Locating her memories within 
this animal allows Janie to partition off memories (that otherwise 
bleed into her everyday life), giving both boundaries and shape to 
her remembrance of the past. The act of entrusting Jambavan with 
her memories of home and family allows her to manage her grief.

Thien weaves several threads through Jambavan and, in turn, 
the cat ties Janie to her history, her father, Cambodia, her son, and 
a new conceptualization of family. The depth of Jamabavan’s char-
acter becomes clear, however, only when we look into the role of 
The Ramayana in the novel. The Ramayana is a popular story that has 
traveled from India to Cambodia, whether people follow Hinduism 
or Buddhism, and chronicles an incarnation of Lord Vishnu, prince 
Rama, on his quest to kill an ogre named Ravana. After Rama’s father 
exiles him, his wife Sita, and his brother Lakshmana to the jungle, 
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Ravana abducts Sita and holds her captive on his island. “With the 
help of an army of monkeys and bears,” Wendy Doniger explains, 
“in particular the monkey Hanuman, who leaped across to Lanka 
and then built a causeway for the armies to cross over, Rama killed 
Ravana and brought Sita home with him” (221). With his leap across 
oceans, and his unfaltering devotion to Rama, Hanuman plays an 
invaluable role in The Ramayana. But Hanuman was hesitant about 
his ability to complete the jump, and it was Jambavan, the King of 
the Bears, who convinced him that he could.

Bearing interwoven threads of Hinduism and Buddhism, Jam-
bavan the cat is an embodiment of Janie’s memories of her father. 
Janie asks her father which character she would be in this story: “my 
father turned toward me, as if trying to read the future from my 
expression. He had curving, lifting, furrowing eyebrows. ‘You’ll be 
like the great Hanuman, leaping across oceans. Between you and the 
heavens, my sweet, nothing will hold you back’” (64). Hanuman’s 
leap foreshadows Janie’s migration between Cambodia and Canada, 
so if Janie is Hanuman in this construction, her father becomes 
Jambavan, the King of Bears, who instills strength and hope in her 
to move across oceans.

It is important to note that Janie neither performs these con-
nections overtly nor directly explains to Navin or Kiri why she named 
the cat Jambavan. Jambavan acts as both a way for Janie to invest some 
of her history within another being and a literary device to tether 
names, people, animals, history, and longing together in the small 
body of a cat. The name that Thien uses to tie Jambavan to Janie’s 
father connects Janie’s current family to her history and the loved 
ones who died during the genocide but continue to live on in her. 
Seeing how Janie commits some of the most integral parts of herself 
to a cat establishes a human-animal relationship that complicates 
conceptions of what makes us human. If our most precious, intimate 
memories can be invested in or held by animals, how does that chal-
lenge us to reconsider what makes us human?

Who Weeps for Sea Slugs?

It might seem strange to place Aplysia, a kind of sea slug on which 
Janie experiments, in relation to Jambavan the cat, but a different 
vision of human-animal relationality comes to the fore when we 
see Aplysia as a being who matters. As a researcher who works with 
Aplysia, Janie is open to hearing what this sea slug can teach us scien-
tifically about memory and as a being who carries its own messages. 



363Nandini ThiyagarajanReimagining the Not-Quite-Human in Dogs at the Perimeter

She passes on this openness to Kiri who—both through how Thien 
characterizes him and her descriptions of his thoughts—articulates 
an ethics arising from the question: what will animals tell us when 
we learn how to listen to them?

Aplysia is a genus of sea slugs that encompasses 37 different spe-
cies, most of whom live in subtropical and tropical zones, although 
one species has been found in the Arctic Circle. They have two long 
tentacles on either side of their face and two more on the tops of 
their heads that look like ears (called Rhinophores). They also have 
a set of ruffled gills on their backs that move gracefully when they 
swim and, at the right angle, they almost resemble seahorses. Their 
size can vary from a few centimeters up to 60–70 centimeters and 
they can weigh up to 15.9 kilograms (Moroz R60). Aplysia are ben-
thic animals who graze on sea beds or corals, and some species are 
strong swimmers who can travel up to one kilometer in a single swim 
episode. When startled or threatened, Aplysia secrete a purple ink to 
disorient whoever disturbed them. Aplysia have become a well-known 
model organism in neuroscience because of their giant neurons and 
are used in studies on learning, memory, and conditioning; they 
are considered to be ideal models for human neurology because of 
their relatively simple neuron structure, as they contain only about 
20,000 neurons.

Through Janie’s relationship to Aplysia, the novel pulls forward 
questions of reciprocity to and relationality with uncharismatic in-
vertebrates. Janie describes her work on Aplysia at the BRC: “I have 
listened, hour after hour, to the firing of single neurons. In my work, 
I harvest cells, gather data, measure electricity while, in the upper 
floors, lives open and change” (34). Janie’s search for one essential 
self, or a way to reconcile all of her different selves, has led her to a 
line of work where she spends her time experimenting on sea slugs. 
Thien reveals Janie’s relationship to Aplysia briefly when she bumps 
into her friend Bonnet at the BRC, who asks “what I’ve been dissecting 
today and I tell him sea slugs” (35). Bonnet follows with a question 
about Kiri, “‘How’s your boy?’ he says, walking backwards now. ‘Seems 
like ages since Kiri visited.’ I deflect. ‘You never weep for sea slugs’” 
(35). In this moment, Janie offers Aplysia as a distraction from having 
to discuss Kiri’s well-being (as we learn, this is a result of Janie living 
separately from Kiri and her husband). Although Bonnet laughs at 
the statement, I read it as a provocation to consider the relationship 
between Janie’s family and Aplysia, as well as what sea slugs are owed 
in return for the multitude of ways in which their bodies have been 
dissected, manipulated, and harvested in experiments as models for 
how our own brains work. Shouldn’t we weep for sea slugs?
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The brain, memory, and the self are all encapsulated by Janie’s 
research on Aplysia. Vinciane Despret theorizes the relationship 
between humans and laboratory animals, arguing that bodies move, 
respond to, and undo each other within these experiments. Despret 
asks how bodies (both human and animal) are made and unmade 
through scientific practices: “how are bodies both subjects and objects 
of this making, how are they both ‘making’ and ‘made,’ undoing and 
redoing themselves, through very different scientific practices with 
animals?” (“Responding” 57). Janie’s experiments with Aplysia build 
an understanding of human memory and consciousness, as modeled 
by the neurons and physiology of the sea slug. Janie’s provocation to 
weep for sea slugs, however, demonstrates that she is also undoing an 
idea of the neutral, emotionless human who seamlessly instrumental-
izes laboratory animals. Unlike more commonplace justifications for 
scientific experimentation on animals that tell us to see the moral 
weight of their lives and bodies as sacrifices to a greater human cause, 
Thien’s novel challenges those who “never weep for sea slugs” (35). 
Janie understands the weight of history, memory, and stories that 
Aplysia both arrive with and embody for her as they are forced to 
model how the human brain works. Janie describes her work with/
on them: “anaesthetized, pinned flat, cut open with surgical scissors, 
the innocent creature and her brethren have given me more cells 
than I dare count. I feel as if I can operate on Aplysia blindfolded: 
first, removing a tangle of nerves, then, carefully, delicately, extracting 
a particular neuron and its spindly axon, the axon sagging out like 
fishing line” (150). Though remorseful, the descriptions of Aplysia 
are not only full of pain and dissection but also beautifully reveal 
how Aplysia live and detail Janie’s long history with these creatures. 
“Aplysia was the first creature I studied long ago, in Vancouver,” Janie 
recalls, “in the sea, she looks like a petal swirling through the water, 
her gills clapping softly together” (150). On the level of the body, 
Janie’s relationship to Aplysia undoes and remakes the human, but 
weeping for sea slugs introduces the emotional aspect of this relation-
ship. As a “literary model organism,” Thien’s representation of Aplysia 
“turns the bodily relationality embedded in the model organism into 
a source of care, friendship, respect, and mourning” (Sheridan 7).

The emotions that Janie feels for Aplysia show that she has been 
moved by this animal, that she feels for them, and that she refuses 
to see them as scientific objects alone. “An emotion,” according to 
Despret, “is not what is felt but what makes us feel” (“The Body” 127). 
Emotions are our bodies’ responses to each other. In Dogs at the Pe-
rimeter, what makes us feel—or rather what should make us weep—is 
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Aplysia, a creature who has endured so much pain in the pursuit of 
understanding human memory. Because Janie knows this animal 
very well, she feels for Aplysia and thinks about what she owes her in 
return for the sacrifices she and her kin have made. While knowing 
animals scientifically and caring for them are not commonly tied 
together, Despret argues that “the practice of knowing [can] become 
the practice of caring” (“The Body” 130).

The practice of caring for Aplysia enacts what Anat Pick calls “a 
creaturely poetics” (5) that she defines as a method of reading the 
animalness that is embedded in human culture. The novel embraces 
the relationships among migration, memory, and animals and rec-
ognizes how much meaning can be invested in the bodies and lives 
of literary animals. For Janie, in her not-quite-humanness, animals 
become a bridge toward family, memory, identity, and history and 
frame how she thinks about her son. Descriptions of Kiri offer an 
entanglement between his third-person omniscient narration and 
Thien’s descriptions of Janie’s thoughts about him. Most often, Thien 
pairs Kiri with animals and animality, and they constitute how both 
Janie and we, as readers, come to know him. In the first instance, Kiri 
follows his cat Jambavan, and he, in turn, becomes “an elephant, a 
chariot, a glorious madman” (5). Thien introduces Jambavan and 
Kiri in tandem with one another, thus placing Kiri in the most direct 
and sustained human-animal relationship in the novel. Kiri and Jam-
bavan belong to each other, and Kiri often appears in the text with 
an animal close by. In a way, Janie passes on her father’s stories and 
history to Kiri through this connection to Jambavan, and extending 
from there, Kiri also exists in a more abstract relation to animality.

Whether he becomes an elephant trundling across the floor, 
a cub racing around in a pack, a worm wiggling in a playful dance, 
or a delicate bird, animality takes over descriptions of Kiri. For in-
stance, one day Janie walks to Kiri’s school to see him before he starts 
class: “There he is. I see him now, I see him. My son races across the 
grounds, a cub in a pack of awkward pups, pursuing a soccer ball” 
(28). As Kiri runs toward Janie, a girl stops him and he says, “‘I’m a 
caterpillar,’” but “she frowns, ‘No! You’re not.’ ‘I’m a worm,’ he says, 
charmingly, and the girl waves both arms in a kind of Hawaiian dance” 
(29). Furthermore, a kind of vulnerability comes forward when Kiri 
and Janie look at Aplysia together in her lab. Janie thinks of how “my 
son’s lashes, long and frail, are like tiny wingtips. I kneel down, touch-
ing his shoulders. They seem frighteningly small, weightless” (150). 
In contrast to the other descriptions where Janie sees Kiri as more 
robust or active animals, when she thinks of him alongside Aplysia 
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she recognizes his vulnerability by likening his eyelashes and shoul-
ders to delicate parts of a bird. In this moment, Janie understands 
the vulnerable position in which she has placed her son through an 
animal vulnerability encompassed by Aplysia and birds.

Kiri’s character encapsulates the promise of being close to 
animals, because he brings together the symbolic and mythological 
dimensions of animals and animality passed down through stories 
from his family into a material way of knowing and being with animals. 
Both the creaturely poetics and the mutual vulnerability opened up 
between Kiri and animals leads him to becoming particularly attuned 
to what animals can tell us when we learn to listen to them. While Janie 
listens to what Aplysia can teach us about human brain chemistry 
and memory, Kiri hears something else. In one particular encounter 
between Kiri and Aplysia, a more reciprocal way of thinking about 
animals appears. Thien leaves us with a deep curiosity of what might 
happen if we understood how much animals matter and how much 
they have to tell us: “This is Kiri’s favorite part. ‘What’s he saying?’ 
my son asks. I close my eyes, listening. ‘He’s saying, ‘Open the door, 
let me in! I have a message!’ ‘Come in, come in,’ Kiri whispers. ‘Tell 
me.’” (150). This passage demonstrates a willingness to let animals 
speak for themselves and attempts to quiet human projections onto 
the animal; animals are alive, not only in our imaginations. Kiri’s 
openness to Aplysia in this passage leads to a vision of family that 
moves beyond the human.

A closeness to animals offers Janie a way to externalize her 
memories of her father and build relationships that move beyond the 
human, but what might this mean for the selfhood of animals? My 
reading of animals in Dogs at the Perimeter invites a consideration of 
how Janie turns to animals to process loss, how animals may become 
family, the promise of closeness to animals, and how this closeness 
allows Janie to reclaim a place in the world, but I would also like to 
think about what we might owe them in return.

Dogs at the Perimeter ends with a sad but hopeful vision of Janie 
in Cambodia sifting through memories of her family. In contrast to 
the times when she remembered her family throughout the novel, 
when she thinks of them at the end, something different comes into 
view: “what I saw this time was not an aftermath, but a window open 
to a different way of loving each other” (252). This different way of 
loving each other lines up with Navin’s final words to Janie before 
she leaves for Cambodia. He tells her that “Kiri had started a new 
set of drawings. Aplysia, waving like a flower. One cell, two cells, or 
Aplysia in its entirety, a wide creature billowing through the ocean” 
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(165). Aplysia presents a kind of language that Janie and Kiri share, 
so he learns from and listens to the sea slugs as a way to be closer to 
his mother, and she carries his drawings of Aplysia with her to Cam-
bodia as she pieces together a new way to belong within her family.

Taka the Old appears in the first chapter of the novel and be-
comes a companion to Janie while she stays at Hiroji’s apartment, 
waiting for him to return. Janie and Taka the Old’s actions parallel 
and depart from each other. In Taka the Old’s first appearance, Janie 
describes how, “we are two nocturnal creatures, lost in thought, except 
she is sober” (17). As Janie frantically searches Hiroji’s apartment 
and her own mind, uncovering files and memories of the Cambodian 
Genocide, “silence eats into every corner of the room, creeping over 
the furniture, over the cat” (18). Thien conveys how, in their own 
ways, Janie and Taka the Old rail against the captivity that is enclos-
ing them; Taka the Old “paces the room like a zoo lion. At the desk, 
I sharpen pencils furiously, lining them up in a row.” When Janie 
returns to Cambodia in search of Hiroji, Taka the Old goes to her 
house to stay with Navin and Kiri.

As Navin talks to Janie on the phone, Kiri gets distracted by Taka 
the Old: “‘This cat has a big nose,’ he said, suddenly interested. ‘Like 
a rabbit’” (166). The animal here might seem like an interruption, 
but I read her as a way to understand what Navin says next to Janie. 
Directly after talking about the cat, Thien writes, “‘You’re part of us,’ 
Navin told me when I left. ‘We’re your family.’” For a moment, the 
order of the sentences lets us think that the words “you’re part of us” 
might be directed at the cat who has a nose like a rabbit, but then 
we see the fuller picture of the human relationship. Like the novel 
itself, this passage weaves toward and away from animals, starting 
with Aplysia and ending with Taka the Old. The relationship to Taka 
the Old as part of Janie’s family opens up at the end of the novel, in 
light of the other ways of knowing animals that Janie inherited and 
developed for herself and Kiri.

The relationships to animals in Dogs at the Perimeter revolve 
around migration, memory, and identity. The more symbolic and 
mythological ways of knowing animals at the beginning of the novel 
that tie the self to animals in Janie’s life leads to a more material way 
of being with animals at the end when Janie’s family includes both 
Aplysia and Taka the Old. Janie’s care for animals, which is borne 
from her experience of dehumanization and animalization, gestures 
to a way of reimagining the relationship between the animal and the 
not-quite-human and puts forward a different valuation of life that 
sees animals as beings who matter. An inheritance of animal relation-
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ships, from Jambavan the cat to Aplysia, leads to Janie’s relationship 
with Taka the Old, which extends the normative boundaries of kin-
ship to include animals. Taka the Old allows Janie to bring together 
the strands of each way of knowing and being with animals. Thien’s 
gesture toward “a different way of loving each other” (252) envisions 
kinship formed by loss and dehumanization that learns to inherit 
animal stories and let them move together.

Notes

 I would like to acknowledge the care that my PhD supervisor and close 
friend Don Goellnicht put into helping me shape and reshape this essay, 
as well as his dedication to establishing a place—in scholarship and our 
everyday lives—for works by Asian Canadian authors such as Madeleine 
Thien. Don understood intimately what it means to be distanced from 
the ones we love, and he strengthened my commitment to thinking 
about how animals can soothe grief, inspire new forms of kinship, and 
bridge the spaces between us.

1. The other text is The Disappeared, published in 2008 and written by Kim 
Echlin, who is a Canadian author of Scottish descent.

2. In What Would Animals Say If We Asked the Right Questions? Despret dem-
onstrates that animals have capacities that we have continually dismissed 
or devalued because researchers did not ask the right questions. Despret 
reveals the implicit unwillingness (even among ethologists) to put aside 
anthropocentrism in order to see how the capacities of animals chal-
lenge our assumptions about both human and nonhuman animals. In 
so doing, she attends to both the promise and accuracy of considering 
animals in ways that are open to their complexities. De Waal’s work 
addresses the force of anthropomorphism, elaborating on different 
kinds of anthropomorphism and recasting it as anthropodenial, which 
describes the process by which humans deny qualities and capacities of 
animals because they are seen as belonging to humans alone. Smuts’s 
foundational essay describes her research with baboons and establishes 
a method of encountering animals and considering their minds that is 
actually open to the animal outside of an anthropocentric frame. Each 
of these texts chips away at the hold of anthropocentrism and opens 
toward different, more capacious, and more complex ways of thinking 
about and understanding animals.
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