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In “What is it like to be a Bat?” (1974), philosopher Thomas Nagel proposes that there are limitations to our ability to imagine the experience of another. Non-human states of being remain inaccessible to us, for when we imagine what it is like to be a bat, we merely rehearse what is it like to be ourselves. This question of the limits and possibilities of imagination has lately been the topic of much debate among scholars in Animal Studies (including Barbara Smuts, J. M. Coetzee, and James Serpell), in part because how we think about imagination determines how we think about inter-subjectivity, the potential for cross-species identification, and the future of human-animal relation. What this scholarship has tended to overlook is the fact that many late nineteenth-century novelists were exploring these same questions, imagining non-human selves in new ways in the wake of Darwin’s theory of evolution. This paper argues that Jack London articulates a “human-animal commons”—a zone of shared consciousness that allows London to imagine what it is like to be a dog. London draws from the Darwinian concept that humans are animals: our modes of being, while distinct, are not so distant as to be unknowable or inexpressible. For Nagel, and for London’s contemporary critics, the project of imagining the non-human always collapses back into anthropomorphism: we can’t help but make the world in our image. If, however, imagination itself is held in common, then it works not to reinforce singularity, but to connect across species.

