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I Remember...

There was once a young black panther who had been captured in the wild and 
brought to the Circus where he was to be trained to perform stunts. It was only 
under the most brutal conditions that he would obey the Ringmaster’s commands 
but the Ringmaster reasoned that eventually he would come around - just like the 
other animals.
 Now over time, the panther grew older and had indeed learned quite a 
few tricks of the trade, but he had also learned much about the Ringmaster and 
the Circus in general. Most of the other animals at the Circus felt that the panther 
was odd because he was uncannily quiet and distant. Moreover, he constantly 
paced his cage! This confounded the other animals, because whereas they would 
sometimes pace to stretch , this panther never stopped pacing! So one evening,
after the day’s show was over and all the animals had been locked in their cages, 
curiosity got the best of a Siberian tiger who was caged across from the old pan-
ther.
 “Hey panther!” the tiger growled, his voice like a bag of gravel.
 The panther stopped in his tracks and looked through the rusty bars in 
front of the cage at the bulky cat across the aisle from him. He acknowledged the 
tiger.
 “What do you want tiger?” he asked, his shadow falling across the clump 
of yellow straw in the corner of his cage.
 “I know you ‘ve been here for quite a while now and it’s really none of 
my business, but why do you constantly pace that damned cage?” the tiger asked.
	 The	panther	hesitated	,	his	dark	figure	illuminated	by	the	dim	track	light-
ing suspended from the ceiling. His piercing eyes glowed from the darkness as he 
answered:
 “Because I remember.”
 “Well , what is it that you remember?” lhe tiger inquired further.
 “That I am Panther.”
 The tiger was puzzled by this response.
 “What does that have to do with you pacing all the time?” he asked.
 “I have not forgotten ,” the panther replied.
 “You have not forgotten what?” the tiger questioned impatiently.
 “That I am Panther.”
 “But Mr. Panther, I still don’t understand why you can’t sit down and 
relax,” the tiger said, taking his own advice and lowering himself down on his 
haunches. “
 “Because I do not want to die. I will not let him hill me,” the panther 
sternly replied, and resumed his walk.
 “Who’s trying to kill you, Mr. Panther?”
 After a moment, the panther answered, “The same one who is killing 
you! The same one who has killed many of you already-the Ringmaster!
 Now all of the other animals who were normally whooping and hollering 
had fallen silent, for rarely did the old panther speak. The tiger had become 



frustrated with the panther because he seemed to be talking in circles and not 
making sense. He knew that the old black cat had been there for a long time and 
thought that perhaps he had gone mad. But the tiger was not yet sure, so he con-
tinued:
 “Mr. Panther, you say that you pace your cage because you have not 
forgotten that you are panther and because you don’t want the Ringmaster to kill 
you. But surely you will not be killed fo relaxing. Look at me! I’m sitting and I’m 
quite alive. so what you have said doesn’t make any sense.”
 “Yes. Mr. Panther,” a huge bull elephant interjected a couple cages down 
from	the	tiger.	He	stood	at	the	front	of	the	cage,	his	eyes	fixed	on	the	panther.	“I	
too am puzzled by what you have said.”
 At this point, many of the other animals joined in and voiced their desire 
for the panther to explain himself. So the panther slowly walked up to the front of 
his cage, thought for a moment, and said:
 “Alright! I will tell you what I mean. Do you see that old heap of a beast 
lying in the corner of his cage over there” asked the panther, nodding in the direc-
tion of the cage between the tiger and the elephant where an old mangy lion slept.
 “Are you referring to the lion?” the tiger inquired.
 “Well yes, at one time he was a lion,” said the panther. “Yes! Years ago, 
when	he	first	arrived	here,	he	was	a	mighty	lion.	He	roared.	He	clawed	and	bit	at	
his bars trying to get out. He gave all of his Trainers hell every time he got the
chance, resisted all their attempts to train him, and would not do anything the 
ringmaster told him to do. But after a while the Ringmaster’s powers of persua-
sion started to wear on the lion, for he had learned that if he didn’t obey the Ring-
master, he would be beaten and thrown back in the cage. Moreover,
he knew that if he did not obey, he would not eat!
 “So, slowly but surely, he began to give in to some of the Ringmaster’s 
demands.	At	first	he	would	sit	when	instructed	to	sit	and	reluctantly	go	where	he	
was told to go. But at night, back in his caae he would still claw and gnaw at the 
bars. And when he tired of that, he would pace back and forth for hours at a time. 
Occasionally, he would look over at me, our eyes would lock and I could see that 
he was still Lion.
 “However, as time grew on, he started giving in to more of the Master’s 
demands until there came a time where be would even jump through hoops and 
rings	of	fire	for	the	Master.	Eventually,	he	became	the	Master’s	favorite	and	one
of the main Circus attractions!”
 Now all of the animals at the Circus aspired to become one of the Ring-
master’s favorites, for obtaining this status meant more food; a roomier, more 
comfortable cage; more time outside the cage. Normally, these most prized po-
sitions were held by the chimpanzees, because they were considered the most 
intelligent of all the animals. But occasionally, a member of one of the ‘lower’ 
species would be allowed to ascend to one of the top positions, so as to inspire a 
sense of hope in other members of its species. The tiger was especially ambitious 
in this regard, so he interrupted the panther to pose a question:
 “Wait a minute, Mr. Panther. You ‘re saying that old ball of fur over there 



was once the Master’s favorite?”
 “Yes,” the panther said. “He had become a great performer and it seemed 
like he had won the Master’s affection.”
 “So Mr. Panther,” the tiger interjected. “Are you saying that if I do ev-
erything Master tells me to do-sit when he tells me to, and jump through rings of 
fire	for	him-he’ll	make	me	his	favorite	like	the	lion	was?”
 “Perhaps he would,” growled the panther.
 “Well,” the tiger said excitedly, “if that’s all I have to do then...” 
 “I said ,‘Perhaps’ tiger!” the panther interrupted. “Depending on how 
well you behave. But even then there’s no guarantee because you have a lot of 
competition. The Ringmaster likes it like that. The more competition, the better. 
Besides, don’t you want to know what happened to the lion?”
	 “Yeah	Tiger!	Be	 quiet	 and	 let	 the	 panther	 finish!”	 one	 of	 the	 chimps	
shrieked from his expansive cage in the front of the range.
 “Now, you know you wouldn’t say that to me in my face!” the tiger 
growled back. “So pull on back in that big ass cage up there and shut the fuck up, 
punk bitch!”
 “Oh! You want to growl and be big bad tiger now. But you ‘Meow’ like 
a mothcrfucka when the Master tell you to do something.” The chimp retorted.
 The panther watched as a scene that had become oh so common back in 
the housing area began to unfold. Other animals joined in on the fracas, and began 
arguing amongst one another, their voices echoing off the aluminum
windowless	walls	of	the	housing	area.	But	before	it	got	too	out	of	hand,	the	Ele-
phant interceded:
 “Hold Up!” He trumpeted, drawing the attention of the animals. “Are 
you	all	gonna	let	the	panther	finish	speaking	or	what!?!”
 The bickering amongst the animals trickled down to a few grumbles.
 “Yeah!” one of the monkeys shrieked from the back of the range. “What 
happened to the lion, Mr. Panther?”
 After a moment, the steady hum of the huge industrial fan high up on the 
wall at the back of the range ruled the night. The panther continued:
 “Well , he died,” the panther said, pausing for a moment to let the gravity 
of what he’d said sink in. “Yes, the Ringmaster killed him. For awhile he was the 
star	attraction.	And	during	that	time	he	enjoyed	the	relative	benefits	that
come with that status-more food , the big cage, all that!
 “But, as you can see, he paid a steep price. For I noticed that, over time, 
his roar became less thunderous. And when he would return to his cage at night, 
he	no	longer	paced	it.	He	had	stopped	gnawing	on	the	bars	that	confined	him	and
the Lion in his eyes grew dimmer and dimmer until there was no Lion left in 
them. Yet he jumped al ever) opportunity to please the Master until one day he had 
grown too old to learn new tricks or perform the old ones.
 “And then the Ringmaster withdrew his favor. He threw him back in that 
small cage and never let him perform again. Yes! He locked him in that cage over 
there and left him to die-again. And what you see curled up over there is what’s 
left of him.”



 “But what do you mean, Mr. Panther?” the elephant asked, watching the 
rise and fall of the rib cage of the emaciated lion. “The lion is alive. He just sleeps 
all the time”
	 “Mr.	Elephant,	I	will	answer	your	question,”	the	panther	said,	turning	his	
head	toward	the	elephant.	“But	first	allow	me	to	ask	you	a	few	questions:	Who	are	
you? Where did you come from and how long have you been here?”
	 “That’s	easy!”	the	elephant	replied.	“I	am	a	Circus	Elephant.	I	have	spent	
my whole life here. This is my home.”
	 “Well	,	Mr.	Elephant,	what	if	I	told	you	this	is	not	true?	What	if	I	told	you	
that	you	have	not	always	been	‘Circus	Elephant’	and	that	this	is	not	your	home?”	
the panther asked, staring into the elephant’s eyes.
 The elephant reared up on his hind legs and trumpeted, I would say that 
you	are	a	liar!	From	as	far	back	as	I	can	remember	I	have	been	a	Circus	Elephant.	
So are you questioning my memory, Panther?” the elephant asked angrily.
	 “Oh	no,	Mr.	Elephant,”	the	panther	said	calmly,	shaking	his	head.	“I	am	
simply saying that over the years, the Ringmaster as managed to persuade you to 
forget.
 “Now listen to me and please don’ t take offense to what I am about to 
say, because it is the truth. I remember when they brought you here years ago. You 
woke me up at night on several occasions banging against that cage, trying to get 
out.”
 The panther turned his gaze toward the tiger. “And you, Mr. Tiger--you 
came	 shortly	 after	Mr.	Elephant	 there.	You	used	 to	pace	 that	 cage	 incessantly,	
wanting to be free. Like me, the lion over there, and many of the rest, you have 
not always been here. You have not always been circus animals, forced to do silly 
little stunts in order to eat. You have not always lived in cages. No! The Ringmas-
ter brought you here from the free world, you were once free!” he exclaimed.
 Just then, the voice of a young orangutan who had been born into the 
Circus rang out form down the row of cages at the rear of the housing area, across 
from the monkeys. For years, he’d occupied the smallest of all the cages.
 “Free? What does ‘free’ mean Mr. Panther?” he asked.
 The panther pressed the right side of his head against the bars, straining 
to see the orangutan as he spoke.
 “Mr. Orangutan, bas there ever been a time when the Master tried to 
make you behave a certain way and you refused to?”
 “Yes,” the Orangutan replied. “That used to happen a lot when I was 
younger.”
 “Do you remember how you felt at that time?”
 “Yes,” he answered.
 “Well, that’s what free feels like!” The panther said, turning back toward 
the tiger.
 “And Mr. Tiger has there ever been a time when the Ringmaster cracked 
you with that whip and you felt like mauling him?”
	 “Every	time,”	the	tiger	growled.
 “Well that feeling is your desire to be free. And that’s just a glimpse of 



what Freedom really means!” The panther exclaimed, considering each animal he 
could see from the cage.
 “There is a world where we are all free. A world where Tiger is free to 
hunt; where Monkey is free to swing from tree to tree and cat as many bananas as 
he wants. A world where Lion is royalty;	where	Elephant	does	not	have	to	stand	
on his hind legs and wait for master to give him peanuts. There is a world where 
Orangutan knows what it means to be Orangutan, where there is nothing trying to 
stop him from being Orangutan.
 “Yes! There is a world where no species of animal is considered better or 
more important than any other species; where Tiger and his way of life is just as 
important as Chimp and his way of life. And I lived in that world! And like most of 
you I was taken out of that w orld and brought to this world of cages. To a world 
where the Mighty Lion, King of the Jungle, is forced to relinquish his crown and 
reduced	to	a	heap	of	meat.	A	world	where	not	only	is	Elephant	prohibited	from	
being	Elephant,	but	where	he’s	made	to	forget	that	he	is	Elephant,	and	tells	me	he	
never was.
 “So, you all ask me why I pace? It is because I do not like this world. It 
is because this is not where I am supposed to be. It is because I remember where 
I came from; because I remember that I am Panther, and Panther does not belong 
here. It is because I remember the lion . And I remember that as long as he was 
pacing, he too remembered that he was Lion. He remembered the World of the 
Free and that memory kept him alive.
 “You ask why I do not sit down and relax? It is because I do not want lo 
forget that I am Panther. It is because I do not want to die like the lion did years 
ago. For the moment he stopped clawing at the bars that held him captive, the 
moment he stopped pacing, was the moment that he forgot that he was Lion. And 
in that instant, when he forgot that he was Lion, he died!”
 With that, the panther began pacing again.

A Cage is a Cage is a Cage...

After	the	Panther	had	finished	speaking	silence	prevailed,	for	all	the	animals	were	
contemplating w hat he had said. Moreover, they were thinking about the World 
of the Free he had described. Some began to remember. After a while,
the elephant broke the silence:
 “Yes, Mr. Panther. I think I do understand what you mean now. And the 
more I heard you speak about being free, the more I started to remember. Yes, 
some time long ago I recall walking around with my mother and many other
elephants in this World of the Free you speak of. We used to walk for miles and 
there were no bars there holding us back. We used to go to the big water place 
and splash around. Oh! And there were hundreds of trees where the monkeys and 
chimps lived .”
 “Yes! Yes!” one of the monkeys shrieked from down the range. “I re-
member the trees-and all the bananas!”
 “Well I’m sorry, but I do not remember any such place,” the orangutan 



interrupted, hanging his head despondently.
 The panther came back to the front of the cage, looked down at the 
orangutan sympathetically, and said:
 “No, Mr. Orangutan. You do not remember, because you cannot remem-
ber what you never forgot. You were born here. So although Orangutan runs in 
your blood, you never had the chance to truly be Orangutan. The Ringmaster 
snatched your mother from the World of the Free years and years ago and forced 
her to perform for him until she grew old and died, in a cage. But he made sure 
that s he had you to take her place.”
 “ I do not understand this, Mr. Panther,” the Orangutan said sadly. “Why 
did the Master bring my mother here and treat her that way? How could he be so 
cruel?”
 “The Ringmaster is ruthless!” the panther exclaimed. “He has to be. And 
he’s been trying to kill most of us since he brought us here. But he tried to kill you 
before you were even born, for he never allowed you to be Orangutan. He never 
allowed you to know the World of the Free. And just like you were born in a cage, 
you, like the rest of us, will die in a cage if he has his way.”
	 Ever	 since	 the	 panther	 had	 spoken	 about	 the	World	 of	 the	 Free,	 the	
chimps had fallen silent. For, although they found many attractive things about 
this world the Panther had described, they felt that they had lived quite well here  
at the Circus, compared to the other animals, and weren’t that eager to relinquish 
their	privileged	status.	But	finally	one	of	them	broke	the	silence.
 “Hold up, Mr. Panther,” one of the chimps interjected from his perch 
up in one of the big cages near the entrance. “I don’t remember any such place 
either,” the chimp continued . “And you say that the Ringmaster is so mean and
cruel. But I don’t see it that way.”
 “Well that comes as no big surprise,” said the elephant.
 “Yeah, you ain’t the one he’s crackin’ with that whip every day, bitch!” 
the tiger growled.
 The Panther, sensing that the animals were about to erupt again, quickly 
interceded:
 “Okay Mr. Chimp - how do you see it?” he asked, looking up the range 
at the chimp swinging from the jungle gym in his cage.
 “Well, the Ringmaster has never been cruel to me. He’s always provided 
me with the things I need to survive. And I believe that as long as I’m here, I will 
always have what I need to be free to swing around as much as I want to,” the 
chimp said.
 “Mr. Chimp, I know you pride yourself on being pretty intelligent,” the 
panther said. “So let me ask you a question - do you know what happiness is?”
 “Yeah, I think I know what it means.”
 “Well then are you happy, Mr. Chimp?”
 The chimp scratched his head with his free hand and considered the 
question for a moment.
	 “I	don’t	know,”	he	finally	replied.
 “Alright. Well let me ask you this-do you feel free?” the panther asked.



 After a moment, the chimp replied, “Well, I don’t feel as free as the 
Ringmaster is, but I’m freer than you are.”
 “Oh- So you think that because you get to cat a little more than the rest of 
us and because you get out a little more often than we do that you’re a little more 
free-is that it?” the panther asked.
 “Yeah! Plus, I have a bigger cage than the rest of you. The Ringmaster 
likes me!” the chimp said excitedly.
 The panther bowed his head and shook it side to side in sadness before 
proceeding.
 “Let me explain something to you, Mr. Chimp. It may be true that your 
cage is a little roomier than the rest of ours. But, contrary to what you may be-
lieve, the Ringmaster has not placed you in that big cage because he likes you. 
No-those big cages are there for one reason and one reason only.”
 “Yeah! They’re reserved for the best animals--for us Chimps!”
 “No, my friend. That’s not what they are there for. They are merely a 
control tool. They are just one of the many tools the Ringmaster uses to maintain 
control, Mr. Chimp.
 “You see, he puts you up in the big cage and gives you all the ext:ra 
things that we don’t gel in exchange for your obedience, implying that as long 
as you faithfully obey him, you will remain his favorite. In this way, he sets you 
apart from the rest of us, making you feel special, thereby securing your loyalty. 
That is how he uses the big cage to control its inhabitant.
 “However, he not only uses that big cage to control you, but he uses it to 
control the rest of us as well. Because he also implies to the rest of us that if we 
are faithful and obedient, we could be next in line to take your place, knowing full 
well that most of us will never see the inside of one of those big
cages. By setting you apart from the rest of us and showering you with all the 
comforts of the Circus, he creates competition between all of us, thus securing 
dissension among us. And that is how he uses the big cage to control us.”
 “Wait a minute, Panther!” the Chimp called out. “Now I understand that 
you all are not happy with your situation down there. But the fact of the matter 
is, this is how things should be-how it h as always been. For as far back as I can 
remember we have always been divided, the best from the rest. We are Chimps. 
We arc the best! Therefore, we deserve to live better than the rest of you. And as 
long	as	we	continue	to	obey	Master,	we	will	always	reap	the	benefits	of	being	his	
favorites and we’ ll never have to worry about any of you taking our place.”
 Once again , the panther shook his head in sadness.
 “First of all, Mr. Chimp, like I said before; most of us will never see the 
inside of one of those cages. And frankly, I’m not that interested in the scenery. 
But this is not the point. The fact is, the Ringmaster has tricked many animals into 
believing that he really favors them- weren’t you listening earlier when I spoke 
about what happened to the lion?”
 “Yeah, but what does the lion have to do with any of this?” asked the 
chimp, confused.
 Well , who do you think was in that cage before you?” The panther asked, 



pausing to let this question settle on the chimp before continuing.
	 “Mr.	Chimp,	I	know	that	all	this	is	a	lit	tle	difficult	for	you	to	swallow,	
but	before	you	can	ever	be	free,	you	must	first	recognize	that	you	are	not	free.	
Think about it-can you eat whenever you feel like it? Can you leave and go wher-
ever you want to go or do whatever you want to do when you want to
do it?”
 “No.”
 “No, you can’t. So use those brains, Mr. Chimp. There is no such thing as 
partial or relative freedom. You are in a cage. And true freedom is not measured 
by how much bigger your cage is than mine. A cage is a cage is a cage. And so 
long as you are in one, you are no freer than any of the rest of us.
 “And this is exactly why you are not happy. Because how could you ever 
be truly happy if you’re not free? That’s impossible for any of us,” the panther 
said , turning to face the rest of the animals in his view. “As long as we live in 
cages and have to submit our will to another, we can never be happy. But this does 
not have to be! We do not have to humbly accept this fate. The World of the Free-
the world where we belong-is still out there!”
 The chimp hung silently by one arm, contemplating what the panther had 
said. Just then, a distinct jingling began permeating the housing area, one that all 
the animals had come to recognize. The Keepers were coming! So all the animals 
went back to doing what they normally did . The panther watched as the two 
Keepers in their grey uniforms made their way down the aisle that separated the 
rows of cages, their black boots clunking along the cement door as they walked. 
They stopped at each cage for a moment, looked in, grabbed the steel bars of the 
doors and gave them a shake with their calloused hands before going on to the 
next one.
 For a long time the panther had not understood these creatures’ purpose 
here at the Circus, or why they carried out this routine. Their function had seemed 
to be different than that of the Trainers, who were always trying to teach the ani-
mals to behave in weird ways. But over the years he had come to understand that 
these	differences	were	superficial.	Because	just	like	the	Trainers,	they	were	here	
to insure that he was in a cage, to make sure he wasn’t free. But, ironically, he 
had also come to know that, just like the Trainers, they were not free either. They 
worked for the Ringmaster and so they lived in a cage as well; they just couldn’t 
see the bars.
	 When	the	two	keepers	finally	made	their	way	to	the	panther,	he	looked	
at them and for a second their eyes met. Then, just as soon as they had come, they 
had gone. The panther watched them as they left out and shook his head....
 After the animals saw that the Keepers had departed, the chimp spoke:
 “Panther, I don’t know what to make of this crap you’ve been talking 
about- all this World of the Free shit! I’ve never heard of such a place, and I’m 
sure that if such a place actually existed, we chin1ps wou I’d have known about it 
well before any of you. So, as far as I’m concerned, this big cage is about as free 
as it gets. And the Ringmaster put us chimps up here simply because we are the 
best.”



 “You still don’t get it, do you Mr. Chimp?” the panther asked, 
exasperated. “The Ringmaster would never tell you about the World of the Free. 
That would defeat his purpose. He doesn’t favor you! Can’t you sec that you are 
no better off than the rest of us. Because just like us, you have to obey and
perform for the Ringmaster before he lets you cat, or lets you out for that daily 
walk. He cares no more about you than the rest of us, Mr. Chimp. And if you don’t 
believe it, stop performing for him-or grow too old to perform-and I guarantee 
you that he will do to you what he’s done to that lion over there.”
 “That’s monkey shit! And I don’t believe a word of it,” the Chimp 
shrieked.
 “Well Mr. Panther,” the elephant said , “1 don’t know about them, but 
hearing you speak of this Free World has sparked my memory of it as well as my 
desire to return there.”
 “Me too!” one of the monkeys shrieked. “But where exactly is this 
world?”
 “Yeah, and how the fuck do we get there?” the tiger asked.
 “The World of the Free is anywhere there are no bars holding you back, 
no cages, anywhere there is no Ringmaster. And in order to go to The World of the 
Free	you	will	first	have	to	have	the	desire	to	be	free,”	the	panther	said.
 “As for you, Mr. Chimp. It’s a shame that you cannot see the Ringmaster 
for what he really is. But I assure you that one day you will - I hope sooner than 
later. Because then and only then will you have a chance at becoming free. And 
like I said, if the desire to be free isn’t in us, we all run the risk of dying many 
slow, painful deaths like the lion.”
 “Shee--it! They can do whatever they want . But I ain’t tryin’ to go out 
like that!” the tiger exclaimed. No longer relaxing, he stood up at the front of his 
cage. “I’m trying to get a bite of that Free World you’ve been screamin’ about!”
 Most of the animals agreed and stressed that they wanted to be free as 
well.
 “Well, let me explain to you what I have come to learn about the Circus,” 
began	the	panther.	“As	you	all	know,	I	have	been	here	for	a	long	time.	When	I	first	
got here, I would not obey any of the Ringmaster‘s commands. So he would keep 
me in this cage and starve me to the brink of death . He would feed me just enough 
to keep me alive. Then after a few days, he would bring me out of the cage and 
offer me more food in exchange fo r my obedience. If this did not work, he would 
heat me, throw me back into the cage and repent the process all over again.
 “Anyway, while pacing in this cage, I would see other animals being 
calmly led out by the Trainers to parts of the Circus that 1 had never seen. And 
after a while, they would all come back just as calmly as they had left. These ani-
mals-the Obedient Ones-had been here awhile and several of them bad attempted 
to persuade me to just get with the program and obey the Ringmaster. But I had 
already vowed to myself that I would never be like them. However, the more I 
watched them go out, the more curious I became as to where they went when they 
were gone for those long periods of time; for I though t that if I could get out there 
I	could	maybe	find	an	opportunity	to	escape.	But,	I	knew	that	I	would	never	get	



the chance if I did not give in to some of the Ringmaster’s wishes. So I began to 
comply. I had to go through that dumb training school and learn all that nonsense 
the	Trainers	forced	on	me.	Then	finally	one	day,	I	was	taken	out	there	to	the	Arena.
 “Once out there I quickly realized that l could not escape. I had just been 
taken out of one cage and placed in a bigger one, where l was to jump through 
hoops and do stupid little stunts like the Obedient Ones. This angered me. The 
realization that there was no way for me to escape frustrated and angered me to 
the point where I began to consider doing something extreme, but I had to restrain 
myself, for I quickly saw the futility in that course of action.
 “So there I was, very disappointed at my predicament. Yet I knew that 
if l were to have any chance of getting out of this madness, I would have to keep 
going out to the Arena. And soon I realized that my efforts had not been in vain,
because the more I went out there, the more I learned about the Ringmaster; the 
more I learned about the Circus.
	 “Yes!	While	the	lion	was	enjoying	his	fifteen	minutes	of	fame,	and	while	
all the other animals were competing for their place in the spotlight, I was learn-
ing. I noticed that every time l came out there, there were many creatures that 
looked	like	the	Ringmaster	filing	into	the	arena.”
 “You mean the spectators?” the elephant asked.
 “Yeah, the spectators,” the panther answered. “And as they came in, they 
all gave the Ringmaster something before taking a seat. Once they were seated 
and the show had begun, I noted that after each performance, the observers would 
cheer and urge the Ringmaster for more. Then I noticed several of these same 
creatures, who worked for the Ringamaster, walking up and down the aisles carry-
ing food. Occasionally one would give some of this food to one of the observers. 
But once again, there was an exchange.
	 “This	baffled	me	for	awhile	and	I	did	not	 immediately	understand	 the	
meaning of these transactions. So I paced on it. The Keepers and the Trainers had 
to obey the Ringmaster and keep us from being free so that. they could eat. More-
over, I now understood the Ringmaster‘s fear when he’d learned that the animals 
had fallen ill. He was afraid because, while the spectators out in the Arena paid 
the Ringmaster, they were not really coming to see him. No! They were coming 
to see us, and they were paying the Ringmaster to put on a show. But if we could 
not perform, there could be no show. And that’s why he was afraid. He was afraid 
because if he did not put on a show- HE WOULD NOT EAT!”
	 Once	again,	the	old	panther	paused	to	allow	the	significance	of	what	he’d	
said settle on the animals’ minds. He paced for a moment and took this opportuni-
ty to quench his thirst. Upon returning to the front of the cage, he was
gratified	to	see	that	most	of	the	animals	were	no	longer	lying	down	in	the	cages.	
Some had begun pacing and others were standing up near the bars. But all were 
silently	reflecting	on	what	the	panther	had	said.	Then	the	tiger,	who	had	begun
pacing, broke the silence:
 “Mr. Panther, since I’ve been here, I’ve always known that if I wanted to 
eat, I would have to perform. But I never would have thought that the Keepers, the 
Trainers, and even the Ringmaster himself have to pay for food. It always seemed 



to me that they had all the food. But if what you’re saying is true, then none of 
them are free either. Because, just like us, they have to pay for food as well. This 
is unbelievable!”
 “I could hardly believe it myself, Mr. Tiger,” the panther said. “But it’s 
true. And it seems that these creatures like living in cages and paying for food. 
They like it so much that they’ve based a whole system on it. And this truly is odd 
because in the world that I came from, food was free.
 “But this revelation allowed me to see deeper into the workings of the 
Circus. It helped me to understand the Ringmaster a lot better and I now knew 
why he had brought me here-why he had brought all of the animals here. He
brought us here to kill us so that he could live.
 “But I had found his weakness and knew that he could be destroyed. 
However,	I	also	knew	that	it	would	not	suffice	to	just	destroy	him.	No,	the	whole	
Circus would have to be taken down. And I knew how it could be done. I would 
have to relay my feelings to the other animals. I would have to warn them of the 
Ringmaster’s intentions. I would have to show them that there is a way for them 
to live and that they did not have to exist in cages anymore. I would have to show 
them that they could be free.
	 “This	I	reasoned	would	not	be	difficult	to	do,	for	I	felt	that	surely	all	an-
imals desired to be free. But I soon came to see that I had underestimated the task 
that was before me, and to realize that I had gravely misjudged this bunch. I had 
underestimated the power that the Ringmaster wielded over them. For no matter 
how many times I told them about the World of the Free, no matter how many 
times I told them that the Ringrnaster was trying to kill them, and despite the fact 
that I showed them exactly how he was trying to kill them, they were not willing 
to listen to reason.
 “It wasn’t long before I understood why. They were too busy competing 
against one another for the Ringmaster’s affection; too busy competing for the 
scraps, for more food and bigger cages. They desired nothing more. Yes, at that 
point, I reasoned that despite what I had told them, if they had been starving and 
had all been placed in one big cage with the Ringmaster, that they would have 
fought, killed, and feasted on one another without even the thought of tasting his 
flesh	ever	crossing	their	feeble	minds.	And	after	filling	their	bellies,	I	could	even	
imagine them lying at the feet of their Master, seeking a scratch on the belly for a 
job well done.
 “So no! They did not want to destroy the Ringmaster. They did not want 
to destroy the Circus because they had come to love their Master, and had come to 
believe that the Circus was their home. I was talking to the living dead-the Ring-
master had already killed them!”
 The Panther paused for a moment and looked around at all the animals 
before continuing.
 “So my friends, I have been pacing this cage ever since, hoping that one 
day I would get the chance to convince a group of you to live before the Ringmas-
ter kills you.”
 A moment passed as the animals considered the panther’s words. Just 



then, one of the chimps seated up on the jungle gym pealing a banana called out 
to the panther.
 “Panther, you keep saying the Ringmaster is a killer. That he kills the 
Chimp	in	us,	the	Elephant	in	us-”
 “The Monkey in us,” the monkey offered.
 “Yeah, yeah-the Monkey in us,” the chimp conceded. “But this makes no 
sense to me. If he’s killing us as you say, then how is he doing it? How is it that he 
kills us?”
 “Ah, yes,” the panther replied, smiling widely as he peered up the range 
at the chimp. “It comes down to that question, does it not? How does the Ring-
master kill us? Because that is what we need to know, isn’t it, Mr. Chimp?
 “I have explained how the Ringmaster keeps us divided and competing 
and believing he is our friend and how he controls us through these and other 
manipulations. But how does he get us to go along with his tricks? How does he 
fool us into participating in this Circus and becoming our own worst enemies? 
How does he trick us into giving away our power and going along with these 
illusions?”
 The panther turned his eyes, meeting those of the animals in his range of 
vision.
 “If you recall, I told you that I went to the Arena and submitted to the 
Trainers	so	I	could	find	some	way	to	escape.	And	I	told	you	that	while	Mr.	Lion	
was	seeking	his	fifteen	minutes	of	fame,	I	was	learning	about	the	nature	of	the	
Circus,”	 the	panther	 recounted,	“Well,	one	of	 the	first	 things	 I	 learned	was	 the	
Ringmaster’s method of killing us-of killing the Tiger and Chimp and Monkey in 
us. And I found that it all begins with the training.”
 “Training?” the chimp asked. “What do you mean?”
 The panther paused for a moment and considered how to proceed.
 “Mr. Chimp, who taught you how to eat a banana?” The panther asked. 
“Who was your teacher, your trainer?”
 The chimp, swinging from one arm, was caught in the middle of chewing 
a mouthful of banana and he swallowed hard before he answered:
 “Nobody.”
 “Nobody?” the panther queried. “But that is odd. Certainly, I just saw 
you eat a banana, didn’t I?”
 The chimp, still swinging, replied absently. “I’ve always known how to 
eat bananas.”
 “Alright,” the panther submitted, amused. “But suppose I told you that 
when you were just a baby chimp, you watched your mom and dad and you saw 
them pick bananas and feed you one and it tasted good. So you watched and 
learned how they did it and you imitated them and started picking your own. Do 
you think that sounds right?”
 The chimp thought.
 “Yeah, well, some of my earliest memories are of my mom and dad feed-
ing me,” the chimp admitted. “And if they were feeding me, I have to think maybe 
I didn’t know how to do it myself.”



 Just then, the tiger pressed up against the bars of his cage.
 “You’re losing me, Panther,” he blurted. “What are we talking about 
here? Bananas? Fuck bananas! I want to know how the Ringmaster kills us and 
what we can do about it.”
 “Patience, Mr. Tiger,” the panther replied. “And please stay with me. I 
don’t want to lose you, In fact, maybe you can help. Who was your trainer when 
you learned how to use your claws and powerful legs to shred and pounce?”
 “Trainer? I didn’t need a trainer,” the tiger scoffed, “I got hungry, I saw 
a rabbit. Case closed.”
 “But certainly you had to have a trainer,” the panther prompted.
 “I didn’t need no fucking trainer,” the tiger retorted annoyed. “Who 
needs a trainer to teach him when he’s hungry?”
 The panther turned to the elephant.
 “Who was the trainer who taught you to use your size and weight to scare 
away predators, or use your trunk to get the leaves from the high trees?” he asked.
 “I watched my mom and dad and then I did it,” the elephant answered 
simply.
 “Do any of you see what I’m getting at?” the panther asked. He looked 
cage to cage, animal to animal.
 “There are no Trainers in the World of the Free,” he explained. “They do 
not exist. They are not needed. We all learn everything we need to know in order 
to survive, to live as we are, to be what we are-and to be free. Free!
 “As you said, Mr. Tiger, no one needs to be trained to know that they are 
hungry. This is true. And just like no one needs to be trained to know that they are 
hungry or thirsty or hot or cold or in danger, Tiger doesn’t need to be trained to 
know that he is a Tiger.”
 “We learn all we need to know on our own,” the elephant offered. “We 
watch our parents and we do what they do and we know how to be what we are. 
And that’s all we really need.”
 “Yes,” the panther agreed. “And that is universal. It is the same for all of 
us. We all learn what we need to know without Trainers. In the World of the Free, 
there are no Trainers.”
 “So maybe this is better,” the orangutan said. He sat up near the front of 
the	bars,	playing	with	a	piece	of	straw	on	the	floor	of	his	cage.	“Maybe	we’re	bet-
ter off here in the Circus because we have Trainers here and we get to learn stuff 
that	we	wouldn’t	learn	in	the	World	of	the	Free.	I	can	do	backflips!	I	never	would	
have	learned	backflips	in	the	World	of	the	Free.”
 There was a tense pause.
 “Did he just say that?” The tiger asked incredulously. “Did he? Cuz I 
can’t even- what the hell is you thinking Orangutan? Don’t you see this lump of 
fur over here that used to be a lion? Do you think ending up like that, dying in a 
cage, is better than the World of the Free?” The tiger snorted. “Who gives a shit 
about	a	back	flip	in	the	Land	of	the	Free?	Fuck	a	back	flip!”
 “No, wait a minute,” the chimp called out. “The orangutan is right! The 
trainers have taught us chimps many tricks-they’re even teaching us sign lan-



guage so that we can communicate better and be more like them and Master one 
day!”
 “Sign language?” the tiger growled incredulously. “Who  gives a fuck 
about sign language? Fuck sign language too!”
 “Yeah, well how do you like this sign language?” the chimp screamed, 
sliding	 his	 long,	 lanky	 arm	 through	 the	 bars,	 his	 furry	middle	finger	 extended	
upward.
 “Wait a minute! That’s it! That’s it!” the elephant trumpeted excitedly, 
jumping up and clown in his cage and causing tremors that bounced the cages of 
the	other	animals	off	the	floor	boards.	“That’s	it!	That’s	the	point!	I	get	it!	I	get	
it!”  
 All the other animals became silent.
 “It’s like this, Mr. Panther,” the elephant began proudly. “As you point-
ed out, we all learn what we need lo know on our own. There are no Trainers in 
the World of the Free. We just are who we are. We do what comes natural-what 
makes	sense.	We	are	Elephant	and	Orangutan	and	Chimp	and	so	on,	but	then	we	
come here to the Circus and they have Trainers. And the reason they need to have 
Trainers is because they are teaching us to do things that we don’t need to know 
how to do, teaching us to do things that don’t come natural to us. The Circus has 
to	get	us	to	do	tricks	that	Elephants	and	Tigers	and	Monkeys	and	Lions	don’t	do	
in the World of the Free.
	 “And	Mr.	Orangutan,	Tiger	is	right.	Who	gives	a	shit	about	a	back	flip?	
In the World of the Free orangutans don’t dance to amuse others. And chimps 
have no use for sign language. Don’t you see? We are trained to do what they want 
us	to	do	for	them.	To	benefit	them.”
 “Yes,” the panther agreed. “We know how to be Tiger and Orangutan and 
Chimp. We know how - Perfectly. No one has to show us. They must train us to 
make us less Tiger, less Orangutan, and less Chimp. They unlearn us who
we are and they make us something we are not. They take away the Tiger and the 
Orangutan, and the Chimp in us and replace it with Circus Tiger, Circus Orang-
utan, and Circus Chimp. They make you something useful to the Circus.”
 “And we forget who we are,” the elephant added “We forget, just like I 
forgot. And we come to think the Circus is the world and that it is our home and 
that it always has been.”
 “And it starts with our training,” the panther continued. “By training 
us, the Ringmaster gets in our minds and alters us and gets us to perform tricks 
and become something he can use. He yells, ‘Jump!,’ so we jump. He yells, ‘Roll 
over!,’ and we roll over.”
 “So it’s when we jump and roll over that we become unfree,” the Tiger 
observed.
 “No, Mr. Tiger,” the panther gently admonished . “No, we become un-
free the moment we believe the Ringmaster and his Trainers have any right to 
train us in the first place. When we recognize the Ringmaster as having power 
and authority over us; when we accept our place and settle for anything less than 
freedom , that’s when we become Circus animals. That’s when we become 



un-free.
	 “And	if	you	remember,	that’s	the	first	thing	our	training	does	to	distort	
us.	It	teaches	us	our	place.	We	learn	first	and	foremost	that	the	Trainers	and	the	
Ringmaster give all the orders and our role is to obey them. We learn that we are 
the students and they are the teachers. They convince us that they have knowledge 
and power that we don’t have knowledge and power. And that makes them some-
how superior to us. We give away being bosses of ourselves and we are tricked 
into recognizing them as the bosses of us.”
 The panther searched the faces of the animals he could see, making sure 
they understood the gravity of what he has said.
 “They convince us they have power and force us to recognize it by whip-
ping us and beating us and taking away our food. They tell us, ‘Get with the pro-
gram, or you don’t eat.’ They control us through fear and pain. And once we
recognize them as being in control, once we submit and throw away our freedom, 
they reward us with food and straw and large cages and so on. But we must bow to 
the Ringmaster. We must bow to the Circus and become less than what we are and 
throw away our freedom in exchange for their rewards. And once you recognize 
someone else as having power over you and authority, you are no longer free.”
 The sleeping form of the lion stirred and slowly the lion staggered to 
his feet as if burdened by a great weight on his back. He slunk to his water dish 
and	lapped	up	its	contents	hungrily,	unaware	of	all	of	the	eyes	fixed	upan	him.	
He turned and headed back to the warm comfort of his straw when bis eyes met 
the panther’s. The panther nodded at the lion in acknowledgment and then looked 
away. The tiger offered the lion some encouragement.
 “Hang in there, Mr. Lion,” he said sadly.
 “Yeah!” one of the monkeys shrieked from up the range.
 “We’re trying to get to the World of the Free!”
 The lion looked around momentarily, his eyes glassy, not seeming to 
register what had been said to him, and he lowered himself down on bis straw and 
was soon snoring away, oblivious to the world around him.
 The panther looked over at the tiger and asked, “Now do you see what I 
mean when I say the lion is dead?”
 The tiger looked over at the sleeping form of the lion. “ Yes,” he ac-
knowledged sadly. “He’s not a lion anymore.”
 After a moment, the panther continued. 
 “I learned a great deal about this Circus. Trainers only exist in the Circus. 
There are none in the World of the Free. And Trainers always serve a Ringmaster. 
Always! Trainers exist so that the Ringmaster can control those who get trained, 
so the Ringmaster can control them and make them serve his wishes. So wherev-
er there are Trainers, there are poor creatures like this lion here who believe the 
Trainers are his friends, who believe he is being taught tricks for his own good.”
 The panther cast a quick glance up the range at the chimps before con-
tinuing:
 “Then when the Ringmaster decides we have outlived our usefulness, he 
casts us back into a cage and lets us rot.”



 “Yeah,” the elephant agreed. “And then we end up like that,” he 
concluded, staring down at the lion who had fallen asleep again.
 “Yeah, and then we’re fucked!” the tiger added.
 “Fucked!” the monkey shrieked.
 All eyes remained on the sleeping form of the lion. A quiet rage built 
inside that housing area.
 The tiger cleared his throat.
	 “Last	 week,	 the	 Trainers	 taught	 me	 how	 to	 jump	 through	 a	 flaming	
hoop,”	the	tiger	shared	in	a	voice	low	and	thoughtful.	“And	at	first	it	didn’t	feel	
right.	I	don’t	like	fire	and	didn’t	want	to	be	near	it.	But	they	had	me	jump	again
and again and they whipped me if I didn’t jump. When I did, they gave me food 
and, through their actions, I could tell that they were happy with me. It was like I 
was earning their... their... ” His voice trailed off as he searched for the right word. 
“...their affection maybe? Their love? And I wanted to please them. I thought I 
was doing good, that I was earning something important - just like the orangutan’s 
backflips.	It	was	like	I	thought	they	were	teaching	me	how	to	be	better	Tiger.	That	
they were teaching me because they care about Tiger.”
 He stopped, his eyes distant in thought and he swallowed hard.
	 “But	they	don’t	care	ahout	Tiger,”	he	said	finally.	“They	don’t.	They	just	
want me to jump throug h hoops so I will be useful to them.”
 The tiger snarled angrily and began circling his cage quickly and silently, 
as if stalking something unseen.
 “These dirty bastards,” he growled. “All this time I was doing tricks for 
them. I should have been taking big chunks out of their soft asses!”
 Suddenly, the elephant crashed headlong into the bars with all his weight, 
rocking the entire row of cages. He took a step back and did it again, trumpeting 
furiously as his massive head collided with the steel bars.
 “I’ve been standing on my head far peanuts!” he raged, embittered by 
the betrayal. “l‘ve been standing on my head for peanuts!”
 He crashed into the bars again and again, chanting his mantra until he 
finally	exhausted	himself	and	he	stood	panting,	bis	eyes	hard	and	furious	as	leaned	
against the unbreakable cage. He spoke in his normal voice, calm but resolute:
 “I’ve been standing on my head for peanuts.”
 “ Yes! We have all been performing tricks for food ,” the panther pointed 
out. “The clowns perform for food. The Trainers and Keepers obey the Ringmas-
ter and do as they are told or they do not eat. The Ringmaster pleases the crowd or 
he does not cat. As I have said, it is a whole system based on working for food. It 
is a system that these two-legged creatures have devised and even the Ringmaster 
is ultimately a slave to it.
 “These creatures seem to enjoy recognizing another as having power 
over them. They seem to enjoy living in cages. They like living lives without free-
dom, working for food, and accepting training that works as a cage on the mind.”
 “A cage is a cage is a cage,” screeched the monkey.
 “Yes,” the panther agreed. “And as long as you are in one, you are not 
free.”




