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A Poignant
Exploration
of
Brotherhood
and Survival:
We the
Animals by
Justin Torres

When We the
Animals Justin
Torres first appeared
on the literary scene
in 2011, it was
immediately clear
that readers were
encountering

something raw,
visceral, and deeply
original. The novel, a
semi-autobiographical
account of three
brothers growing up
in a dysfunctional,
mixed-race household
in upstate New York,
has since become a
modern classic of the
coming-of-age genre.
Torres’s debut is not
merely a collection of
vignettes; it is a
tightly woven
tapestry of memory,
violence, love, and
the desperate search
for identity. For
anyone seeking a
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powerful, lyrical, and

unflinching look at
childhood, We the
Animals Justin

Torres remains an
essential read.

This article delves
into the many layers
of this remarkable
book—from its
author’s background
and the novel’s
thematic depth to its
unique narrative style
and enduring cultural
impact. Whether you
are encountering the
book for the first time
or revisiting its
haunting pages, there
is always something
new to uncover in
Torres’s spare yet
explosive prose.

Who Is Justin
Torres? The

Voice Behind
the Novel

To fully appreciate
We the Animals
Justin Torres, it
helps to understand
the man who wrote it.
Justin Torres was born
in 1980 in upstate
New York to a Puerto
Rican father and an
Irish-American

mother. Like the
narrator in his novel,
Torres grew up as
one of three brothers
in a household
marked by poverty,
instability, and fierce
familial bonds. He
earned his MFA from
the lowa Writers’
Workshop and has
since taught at
several universities,
including UCLA and
Macalester College.

Torres’s background
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infuses every page of
We the Animals
with authenticity. He
does not
sensationalize
poverty or violence;
instead, he presents
them as ordinary,
almost mundane
elements of a
childhood that is
simultaneously brutal
and tender. The
novel's success
catapulted Torres into
the literary spotlight,
earning him a Whiting
Award, a Lambda
Literary Award, and a
spot on the National
Book Foundation’s “5
Under 35" list. His
work is known for its
compressed
power—every
sentence carries
weight, every image
lingers,

The
Structure
and
Narrative
Style of We
the Animals

One of the most
striking features of
We the Animals
Justin Torres is its
structure. The novel
is composed of a
series of brief,
interconnected
chapters—some only
a page or two long.
This fragmentary
form mirrors the
fractured nature of
memory itself. The
unnamed narrator
recalls his childhood
not as a continuous
timeline, but as a
series of vivid, often
painful snapshots
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Torres writes with an
urgency that feels
almost breathless. His
sentences are short,
declarative, and
intensely physical.
For example, the
novel opens with the
line: “We wanted
more. We rubbed the
kitchen table worn,
we rubbed the
floorboards[][] and the
doorknobs to a high

gloss.” This
immediate sense of
desire and

restlessness sets the
tone for the entire
work. The prose is
stripped down yet
deeply poetic, a style
that has drawn
comparisons to
writers like Michael
Finkel and Denis
Johnson, though
Torres’s voice is
unmistakably his
own.

The narrative is told
from the perspective
of the youngest
brother, whose
identity gradually
emerges as distinct
from his two older
siblings. As the story

progresses, the
narrator’'s voice
becomes more

introspective,

especially as he
begins to grapple
with his sexuality and
his desire to escape
the tightly bound

brotherhood that
defines his early life.
The novel's final

chapters abandon the
collective “we” for a
solitary “I,” signaling
a painful but
necessary separation.

Key Themes
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Animals

The Animalistic
Nature of
Brotherhood

The title We the
Animals Justin
Torres is not merely
metaphorical.

Throughout the novel,
the three brothers are
portrayed as wild,
feral creatures. They
run through the
woods, fight with
abandon, and share a
primal bond that is
both protective and
destructive. Torres
uses animal imagery
repeatedly: the boys
are “pups” in a den,
they “snap and
growl,” and their
mother sometimes
calls them “animals.”

imagery
underscores the idea
that childhood,
especially in a chaotic
home, can feel like a
state of nature, where
instincts rule and
civilization is a thin
veneer.

Yet the animalistic
quality is not purely
negative. The
brothers’ closeness is
a source of warmth
and survival. They
sleep together in one
bed, they learn to
read each other’s

moods, and they
create their own
rituals. The novel

asks: Can a person
remain part of a pack
and still become an

individual? The
tension between
belonging and

autonomy is central
to the narrator’s
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journey.

Poverty and Its
Invisible Scars

Torres does not
romanticize poverty,
nor does he use it as
a mere backdrop. In
We the Animals
Justin Torres,
poverty shapes every
aspect of the family’s
life. The father works
night shifts, the
mother struggles to
keep the household
together, and the
boys learn to fend for
themselves. There
are scenes of their
mother cleaning
houses on her knees,
of the father’s
volcanic anger barely
contained, of the
constant worry about
money. But Torres
depicts these
struggles with dignity.

The family’s love for
each other is fierce,
even when it is
tainted by violence
and neglect.

The novel also shows
how poverty
intersects with race
and identity. The
narrator and his
brothers are mixed-
race, and they
navigate a world
where they are
neither fully white nor
fully Latino. This
liminality adds
another layer to their
sense of otherness.
The phrase “We the
Animals” becomes a
defiant reclaiming of
the labels society
places on them.

Sexuality and
the Birth of the
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Self

One of the most
poignant arcs in We
the Animals Justin
Torres is the
narrator’'s discovery
of his homosexual
desires. This
awakening is not
presented as a crisis
but as a natural, if
confusing, part of his
development. The
narrator’s attraction
to other boys and
men sets him apart
from his brothers,
who embrace a more
conventional

masculinity. In a
world where
toughness is
everything, the
narrator’'s sensitivity
and difference
become a source of
shame and secret joy.

Torres handles this

theme with
remarkable subtlety.
There is no dramatic
coming-out scene.
Instead, the
narrator's sexuality
emerges through a
series of small,
intimate moments: a
look, a touch, a
shared secret. The
final chapter, “The
Night of the Animals,”
is a surreal and
powerful sequence in
which the narrator
imagines his own
death and
transformation,
symbolizing the death
of his old self and the
painful birth of a new
one. It is a
masterpiece of
literary compression.

The Critical
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Upon its release, We
the Animals Justin

Torres received
widespread critical
acclaim. Michiko
Kakutani of The New
York Times called it
“a joyful, noisy, and
painful book, written
in a style that is both
free and disciplined.”
It was a finalist for
the National Book
Award for Fiction and
won the Lambda
Literary Award for
Gay Fiction. Readers
and critics alike
praised Torres for his
ability to say so much
in so few words.

The novel’s influence
extends beyond

I|teratur%haOt§uqltu raI

independent

adaptation of We the
Animals was
released, directed by
Jeremiah Zagar. The
film was lauded for its
visual storytelling and
for capturing the
novel’'s raw energy. It
won the Best
Cinematography

Award at the
Sundance Film
Festival and

introduced Torres’s
work to an even wider
audience. The film
remains faithful to
the novel’s spirit,
though it expands
some scenes and
alters the ending
slightly, giving the
narrative a more
hopeful tone.

Academically, We
the Animals Justin
Torres has become a
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staple in courses on
American literature,
LGBTQ+ studies, and
contemporary fiction.
It is often taught
alongside works by
Sandra Cisneros,
James Baldwin, and
Toni Morrison, with
whom Torres shares a
concern for
marginalized voices
and the power of
poetic realism.

Why We the
Animals
Resonates
with Readers
Today

Part of the enduring
appeal of We the
Animals Justin
Torres is its
universality wrapped
in specificity. While

the story is deeply
rooted in a particular
time and
place—upstate New
York in the 1980s and
1990s—the emotions
it evokes are
timeless. The longing
for love, the pain of
growing up different,
the desire to leave
home, and the guilt of
leaving are
experiences that
transcend culture and

geography.

Moreover, Torres’s
prose style s
remarkably

accessible. The short
chapters make the

novel feel like a
series of prose
poems, each one

complete yet part of a
larger mosaic. This
makes it an excellent
choice for reluctant
readers or for anyone
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who wants a powerful
literary experience
without the density of
a long novel. Yet the
book is also rich
enough to reward
multiple readings;
each time, new
details emerge.

Readers today also
appreciate the
novel's honest
portrayal of family
dysfunction. Torres
does not judge his
characters. The
father, for all his
violence, is also
shown as a man who
loves his sons and
struggles with his
own demons. The
mother is both a
victim and a pillar of
strength. This
complexity makes
We the Animals a
more truthful
depiction of family life

than many sanitized
portrayals.

Similar
Books and
Further
Reading

If We the Animals
Justin Torres moved
you, you might also
enjoy:

* What Belongs
to You by
Garth
Greenwell - A
lyrical novel
about desire
and shame, set
in Bulgaria.

e The Hearts of
Men by
Nickolas
Butler - A story
of male
friendship and
the scars of



We The Animals Justin Torres

boyhood.
e Middlesex by
Jeffrey

diaspora.

Torres himself has

Eugenides - cited influences such
An epic family as Denis Johnson,
saga that William Faulkner, and
explores Virginia Woolf. Their
gender and fingerprints can be
identity. seen in his stream-of-
Another consciousness
Country by moments and his
James keen attention to the
Baldwin - A physical world.

classic novel

about race, Conclusion:
sexuality, and .

belonging in A Lastmg
1950s New Testament
York.

The Brief to the

Wondrous Wildness of

Life of Oscar
Wao by Junot
Diaz - A
modern
masterpiece
about

Youth

In an era where so
much fiction feels
formulaic, We the

masculinity, Animals Justin
family, and the = Torres stands apart
Dominican as a work of genuine
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artistry. It is a book
that howls, whispers,
and sings. Through its
spare, muscular
prose, it captures the
chaos and beauty of
growing up in a world
that offers no safety
nets. Torres reminds
us that childhood is
not a sentimental
memory but a fierce,
animalistic struggle to
become human.

For anyone seeking a
novel that is both
intellectually

stimulating and

emotionally
devastating, We the
Animals is an
indispensable
addition to the canon
of contemporary
American literature. It
is a testament to the

power of
storytelling—a book
that, once read,

leaves claw marks on
the soul.

So whether you are a
longtime fan or a
curious newcomer,
revisit the pack. The
animals are waiting.



