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Preface to ”We Are Best Friends”

The story of friendship between animals and humans is an ancient one. Although we cannot

determine whether ancient humans regarded dogs and cats as friends, signs of companionship

between people and animals date back thousands of years. Some of the most compelling evidence

comes from the intentional burial of animals. As anthropologist Darcy Morey has written, “Nothing

signifies the social importance that people have attached to dogs more conspicuously than their

deliberate interment upon death” (2006: 159). Although mere burial suggests little more than a

hygienic way to dispose of corpses, the discovery of numerous animal graves in locations all around

the world suggests other motives. As Morey points out, “regardless of how [dogs] died, they were

buried with the kind of care that signifies friendship, symbolic of a projected afterlife in the ‘spirit

world’, more regularly than other animals” (2006:166). Early humans often arranged the bodies of

dogs in sleeping postures after death. Dog remains have been found curled up, with the head placed

on the paws. Special offerings, such as the clamshells arranged around the head of a dog found in

Rhode Island, suggest the individual and deliberate preparation of graves. This, in turn, suggests the

status of dogs “as real friends of people while they were alive” (Morey 2006: 164).

The earliest known site of a canine burial, at Bonn-Oberkasskel, Germany, is especially

intriguing because it contains the bones of a dog along with those of two human beings, implying

companionship. The canine bones have been identified as a dog, morphologically distinct from a

wolf, and the three were buried together around 14,000 BPE. At the time, this finding put the date

of the domestication of dogs far earlier than previously thought. However, a more recent discovery

suggests that human–canine friendships may be yet older. Chauvet Cave, in southern France, is well

known for its stunning paintings of animals dating from almost 32,000 years ago. About a decade

ago, in a chamber of the cave, the footprints of a boy were discovered, imprinted in the mud. The

boy was estimated to have been eight- or ten-years-old at the time. The paw prints of a large canid

appear alongside his footprints. Dog historian Mark Derr (2011) aptly characterizes this animal as

a “dogwolf,” a dog-like or highly socialized wolf who kept company with humans. Study of the

foot and paw prints suggests that the boy and the dogwolf walked through the cave together, as

companions. The carbon from the torch the boy carried enabled archaeologists to determine that the

prints are 26,000 years old. This discovery pushes back the historical record of the human–canine

relationship by 12,000 years.

Scholars long believed that the ancient Egyptians were the first to keep cats as pets, starting

around 3600 years ago. Genetic and archaeological discoveries have since revised this thinking. In

2004, a French archaeological team working on the island of Cyprus found a 9500-year-old grave of

an adult human of unknown sex. In the grave were various items, including a few stone tools, a lump

of iron oxide, some seashells and, in its own tiny grave 40 centimeters away, an eight-month-old cat

(Vigne et al. 2004). As cats are not native to most Mediterranean islands, people must have brought

them over by boat, probably from the Levantine coast. Together, the transport of cats to Cyprus and

the burial of the human with a cat indicate that people had special relationships with cats nearly

10,000 years ago.

In the contemporary context, the possibility of friendship between humans and non-human

animals was, until recently, dismissed as anthropomorphism or sentimental projection. However,

after decades of research on the emotional and cognitive capacities of animals, we now recognize

human–animal friendships as true reciprocal relationships. Friendships with animals have many of
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the same characteristics as friendships between humans. Both parties enjoy the shared presence that

friendship entails along with the pleasures that come with knowing another being (see Sanders 1999,

2003; Irvine 2004). Both friends develop ways of communicating apart from, or in addition to, spoken

language.

Having an animal as a best friend often takes the form of relationship known as the “pet”, but

it can also take other forms. People who work with animals often characterize their non-human

partners as friends. Those who have raised animals considered to be “livestock” have described

forming friendships with certain animals (Wilkie 2010; Ellis 2014). People who work with

search-and-rescue dogs, herding dogs, or police dogs develop and depend on the closeness of

friendship (Sanders 2000, 2006). The same holds for equestrians, as horses and riders must

understand each other’s bodies and movements intimately (Brandt 2004). In some situations, animals

provide the sole source of affection and interaction in people’s lives. Homeless people who live on

the streets with animal companions experience togetherness 24/7 (Irvine 2013).

The chapters in this volume explore the various forms these friendships take. Together, the

authors shed light on what these friendships mean and expand upon the interdisciplinary knowledge

of the roles of animals in society. Cary Brown, Yuluan Wang, and Eloise Carr examine how

sleeping with a pet dog—a common aspect of human–canine friendship—affects sleep among people

experiencing chronic pain. Sleep is important for everyone, and the relationship between pain and

sleep is not fully understood. People who have pet dogs often enjoy the dog’s company at night,

finding the presence of a furry companion comforting and reassuring. Yet, having a dog in one’s bed,

or even in the bedroom, can also disrupt sleep. People who seek help for sleep disorders are often

advised not to allow their dogs in the bedroom, despite a lack of evidence that banishing the dog

improves sleep. Based on interviews with people experiencing chronic pain, Brown and co-authors

shed intriguing light on the question of how dogs affect their owners’ sleep.

Cameron Whitley examines how animals are portrayed in the literature on the impact of

hydraulic fracturing—a method of natural gas and oil extraction. Known colloquially as “fracking”,

the method involves drilling into the earth and injecting a high-pressure mixture of water, sand, and

chemicals so that rock formations fracture, making it easier to extract previously unreachable oil and

gas. Fracking is highly controversial, and a growing body of research literature has examined its

consequences. Whitley’s analysis shows that one theme within the literature focuses on the impacts

of hydraulic fracturing on species or ecosystems. Literature taking another theme addresses animals

in passing or even implicitly while focusing broadly on the environment. Yet another theme discusses

the role of animals as sentinels of potential harm to human health. Whitley finds a paucity of research

that acknowledges the human–animal relationship in energy development. Overall, animals are

valued for what they reveal about the risks posed to humans.

The closest and most frequent contact children have with animals is usually through pets.

Consequently, relationships with pets have provided most of the scholarly knowledge on children’s

friendships with animals. Little research has examined the relationships children have with

“livestock”, i.e., animals brought into existence to die (see Ellis and Irvine 2010). Mary Trachsel’s

chapter addresses this gap by exploring human–pig friendships in three coming-of-age novels aimed

at young adult readers. Trachsel notes that although some animals, such as sheep and cows,

are valued for wool or milk, “pigs stand out among livestock animals as creatures domesticated

exclusively for slaughter”. Consequently, most stories about pigs end tragically, leaving readers to

cope with the complex emotional experience that Arluke (1994) calls the “caring–killing paradox.”
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The novels Trachsel analyses chart a different course. They challenge anthropocentric assumptions

about the fate of pigs, instead offering deep moral insights about friendship.

Nicole Pallotta examines the contradictions between the legal standing of animals in the United

States and the cultural constructions of pets. Legally, animals are considered property, making them

disposable commodities with little intrinsic value. By contrast, societal norms imbue pets with

emotional value and give them the status of family members. Increasingly, the property status of

animals conflicts with their cultural status as part of the family. Pallotta draws upon examples from

the realms of domestic violence, animal abuse, wrongful death, custody battles, and provisions for

pets in wills to illustrate how the importance of animals in people’s lives is increasingly recognized

by law.

Devon Thacker Thomas and Jenny Vermilya also investigate law and pets. Analyzing print

news articles on police shootings of companion dogs in the United States, they show how the media

sustains existing species hierarchies and creates hierarchies within species. Although social norms

now deem human–canine friendship acceptable, not all dogs are seen as equally worthy of the role

of “friend”. Depending on how the media frames the human–canine relationship, stories can shape

public opinion about whether a shooting was justified. Thomas and Thacker found that “print news

media commands very real power to shape how humans decide which dog–human friendships are

more or less socially acceptable.”

The chapter by Helen Peterson and Kristina Engwall investigates the common assumption that

pets serve as substitute children. This assumption, known as the “deficiency argument” (Irvine

2004), suggests that people who have pets lack the interactional skills that would allow them to have

“appropriate” relationships with other humans. Couples and individuals without children are often

viewed through this lens. The image of the “crazy cat lady” epitomizes the deficiency argument,

as does the stereotype of the animal rights activist, portrayed as sympathetic toward animals but

allegedly unmoved by human suffering. By interviewing intentionally child-free women, Peterson

and Engwall discovered diverse constructions of the meaning of relationships with pets. Along with

adding to the research on human–animal bonds, their work also contributes to the literature on the

experiences of women who intentionally remain child-free.

Catherine Lee’s autoethnography offers a deeply intimate portrait of her relationship with her

cat, Lily. Her research is situated in the context of an escalating dispute with a neighbor who

threatened to make Lee’s life “a living misery”. Identifying as a childless lesbian in a same-sex

relationship, Lee emphasizes how Lily allowed her partner and her to enjoy the pleasures of

caretaking without the patriarchal constraints of heteronormative motherhood. The experience with

the intrusive, homophobic neighbor made Lee fear for Lily’s safety. Lee’s autoethnography draws on

diary entries and notes from therapy to show how, as she puts it, “human–animal attachments are

comparable with human–human attachments, and where attachments to companion animals are as

strong as those toward humans, fear of harm, loss of safe haven and eventually grief over the death

of an animal can be devastating and akin to losing a human family member”.
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Abstract: (1) Background: Chronic pain is a significant and prevalent condition in many industrialized
nations. Pain and sleep’s reciprocal nature suggests that interventions to improve sleep may decrease
pain symptoms. Little attention has been paid to the influence that owning a pet dog has on the
pain/sleep relationship. Typical advice to remove pets from the bedroom negates the possible positive
benefit of human-animal co-sleeping. Aim: To investigate pain patients’ perceived impact of pet
dog ownership on sleep. (2) Methods: We carried out a content analysis of interview data focused
on the impact of pet dog ownership on sleep. The qualitative dataset comes from a subgroup of
participants in a larger study examining the pain patient/canine relationship. This subgroup of
participants from the larger study was asked, “Does your dog have a positive or negative impact on your
sleep?” The data were thematically coded using an iterative approach. (3) Findings: Codes included:
companionship; physical presence/’cuddles’; routine/schedule; distraction from anxiety/worry at
night; reassuring/protective presence; active intervention to keep participant safe; daytime activity
to promote sleeping at night; and reciprocal concern for the sleep of the pet dog. (4) Conclusions:
Pet dogs may play important roles in helping people with chronic pain achieve sleep onset and
maintenance. Removing the dog to improved sleep could be counter-productive and lead to
additional sleep-related issues.

Keywords: human-animal interaction; dog; sleep; chronic pain; content analysis

1. Introduction

Both chronic pain and sleep disorders are prevalent and growing problems with
significant costs to the individual, family, employers and society at large (Antaky et al. 2017;
Ferrie et al. 2011; Phillips 2009). Chronic pain has an estimated prevalence rate of between 10–20%
in many industrialized nations and has been identified as a significant public health concern
(Goldberg and McGee 2011). Costs of chronic pain include not only medical treatment but also lost
productivity and other socio-economic impacts such as family and citizenship roles. A 2012 study
in the United States determined that, conservatively estimated, the yearly costs of chronic pain were
greater than those related to heart disease ($309 billion), cancer ($243 billion) and diabetes ($188 billion)
(Gaskin and Richard 2012). Similarly, the prevalence rates of sleep deficiency are high, with reports of
upwards of 30% of adults in industrialized countries routinely achieving less than the recommended
hours per night (Hafner et al. 2017). This pattern is also seen in developing nations and is anticipated
to increase as industrialization and other socio-political factors evolve (Stranges et al. 2012).

Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 157; doi:10.3390/socsci7090157 www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci1
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That sleep deficiency is a significant issue for persons living with pain has been well-established
(Andrews et al. 2014; Finan et al. 2013) and conservative estimates are that between 50–90% of
patients in treatment for chronic pain also experience sleep problems (Tang 2008). The relationship is
multifactorial. For example, pain interferes with relaxation and rest, the consequences of living with
pain can increase stress and worry; and stress and worry can trigger neurochemical and hormonal
reactions that preclude sleep (Han et al. 2012). The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis is
strongly related to both pain and sleep (Generaal et al. 2014) and a growing body of evidence reflects
that pain and sleep have both a reciprocal nature and multiple shared neurophysiological mechanisms
(Aili et al. 2015; American Sleep Association n.d.; Lerman et al. 2017; Smith and Haythornthwaite 2004).
This bidirectional relationship suggests that interventions to improve sleep will contribute to a decrease
in negative symptoms for persons with pain (Lerman et al. 2017; Smith and Haythornthwaite 2004).

Because of their complex, bio-psycho-social etiologies, both pain and chronic sleep
deficiency are resistant to intervention. Typically, pain patients will receive medication and,
if available, non-pharmacological psych-education and behavioral therapies to assist with sleep
(Stiefel and Stagno 2004). However, ongoing use of sleep medication can contribute to a range
of negative side-effects and insomnia management guidelines recommend short term use
only (Riemann et al. 2017). While cognitive-behavioral therapies (CBT) are regarded as first-line
interventions (Riemann et al. 2017) this form of treatment is not always acceptable to patients nor
readily available (Koffel et al. 2018). Beyond CBT, few studies exist specific to development and testing
of pragmatic and accessible non-pharmacological sleep strategies for persons with pain and research is
much needed.

This paper addresses one such under-explored area; the possible influence of owning a pet dog
on the pain/sleep relationship. The typical advice for anyone experiencing sleep problems is to
remove the pet from the bedroom, underline the singular assumption that pets interfere with sleep
(American Sleep Association n.d.; Bloom et al. 2009). Research on the relationship between service
dogs and sleep is meager and a search of the literature revealed no systematic reviews, only a literature
review published in a sleep magazine (Rose et al. 2015). Research regarding pet animals and specifically
dogs, is even more sparse (Patel et al. 2017).

In this paper, we are interested in pet dogs (“an animal that you keep in your home to give
you company and pleasure”) (Collins Online English Dictionary n.d.) as opposed to service dogs
(“any dog that is individually trained to do work or perform tasks for the benefit of an individual
with a disability, including a physical, sensory, psychiatric, intellectual, or other mental disability”)
(Americans with Disability Act National Network 2014). As a preliminary step in addressing the
existing evidence-gap regarding pet dogs (who are not trained service dogs), we carried out a content
analysis of comments specifically focused on the impact of dog ownership on sleep. The qualitative
dataset came from a subgroup of participants in a larger study examining the human/canine
relationship for those persons living with chronic pain (Carr et al.).

Many people co-sleep with a human partner, a pet, or both. Co-sleeping is defined as
sharing a bed or bedroom during any portion of the night, where individuals are in close enough
proximity to exchange at least two sensory stimuli such as touch, smell, movement, sight and sound
(Goldberg and Keller 2007). These sensory stimuli would be similar regardless if the co-sleeping
occurred with a human or a pet and our background literature search included both. However,
we found little research specific to persons with pain co-sleeping with either other people, pets,
or both. We did find one study of co-sleep between children and parents with pain whose authors
concluded that co-sleeping may be advantageous in certain contexts. These researchers questioned
the benefit of generic recommendations to avoid co-sleeping (Goldberg and Keller 2007). One review
(Smith et al. 2017) identified that co-sleeping research had focused predominantly on human/human
co-sleep and, to all intents, has neglected the highly prevalent practice of human/pet co-sleeping.
Studying human/pet co-sleeping and the general influence of pet ownership on sleep overall is
important on many levels. The practice of co-sleeping alters the sleep environment by introducing
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additional sound, movement, odor and sources of body heat/temperature change (Krahn et al. 2015).
Co-sleeping increases an individual’s vulnerability to disturbances (such as snoring or toilet visits
of a partner), which may lead to sleep deficiency and subsequent impairment in daily function
(Smith et al. 2017). Research has demonstrated relationships between sleep and environmental aspects
of the sleep environment but, to-date, little attention has been paid to other aspects of co-sleeping
that influence the quality of sleep. Internationally, approximately half of pet owners share their
bed or bedroom with their pets (Smith et al. 2017). Industry reports suggest that the practice of
having a dog for a pet is common and growing (Walden 2015). For example, 32% of Canadian
households have one or more dogs (Consumer Corner 2014) and as many as 90% of pet owners
identify their pets as a family member and include them in as many aspects of their lives as possible
(Ferrie et al. 2011; Walden 2015). For many, including people with sleep problems and people with
pain, this includes sharing a sleep environment (Duthuluru et al. 2014; Krahn et al. 2015). A study of
300 patients with sleep disorders found that 52.3% participants had one or more pets, primarily cats
and dogs. Of these participants, 58% slept with their pets in the bedroom (Shepard 2002). While there
is a strong body of evidence reporting that dogs are beneficial for general health (alleviating daily
stresses, reducing anxiety, loneliness and depression, enhancing feelings of autonomy, competence
and self-esteem, facilitating social interactions between people and increased physical activity)
(Cutt et al. 2007; Duvall Antonacopoulos and Pychyl 2017), there is limited literature exploring how
the presence of pets in the bedroom affects an individual’s sleep (Duthuluru et al. 2014; Wells 2009).
An Australian online survey of sleep wellness compared pet owners who slept with their pets and those
who did not (Smith et al. 2014). Of the 2036 participants, 1018 (50%) allowed pets to sleep with them in
bed. There was no significant difference reported in sleep quantity between those who did and did not
sleep with their pet. However, although the effect size was small, there was a difference of 4.07 min
delay for pet co-sleepers to fall asleep and these participants were also more likely to report feeling
tired upon waking. There was no difference in reports of daytime fatigue. Additionally, participants
who co-slept with pets were no more likely to report waking up from sleep disturbances than those
who did not co-sleep with pets. Of note, participants with health conditions were more likely to sleep
with a pet in their beds than those who did not (59% and 41% respectively) (Smith et al. 2014). One of
the few studies to use an objective sleep assessment tool (actigraphy) to collect data on human/pet
co-sleeping variables included 40 healthy adults with dogs over six months of age. Participants wore
an Actiwatch 2, while their dogs wore a FitBark dog activity monitor for seven nights. Findings
revealed that participants with a single dog in the bedroom but not on the bed, maintained good
sleep efficiency (ratio of time in bed to time asleep) but sleep efficiency decreased significantly (83.1%
and 80.1% respectively; p = 0.003) when dogs slept on the bed. This suggests that the problem for
sleep efficiency is not so much human/pet co-sleeping, but rather a dog’s position on or off the bed
(Patel et al. 2017).

1.1. Sleep-Negative Influences of the Human/Pet Relationship

Some disturbances in sleep while co-sleeping with a pet are linked to mismatches in
human/pet core body temperatures and the different sleep-wake cycle between humans and dogs
(Campbell and Tobler 1984; Smith et al. 2017; Thompson and Smith 2014). Sleep disturbances may
also occur given dogs’ responsiveness to auditory stimuli regardless of whether in a sleep state or
an active state (Adams and Johnson 1994). In the Shepard (2002) study, 53% of the participants who
slept with a pet in the bedroom considered their sleep to be disturbed most nights. The most common
cause of disturbance dog owners in the Shepard (2002) study identified was that the pet snored (21%).
Other risks to restorative sleep presented by human/pet co-sleeping (such as immunologic responses
leading to allergies or asthma, transmission of zoonotic agents, bites and scratches causing tissue
damage and pain, and the behavioral and toileting issues of young dogs) are considered to be relatively
low if dogs are routinely bathed, provided with required veterinarian care, and properly trained
(Campbell and Tobler 1984). A survey by Wells (2009) of 168 patients with chronic fatigue syndrome,
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aged 45 and over, found that of the 58.3% who had a pet, 41.8% reported disadvantages (including
increased fatigue due to pet-care demands, expense, disruptions to sleep during the night, behavior
problems, bereavement following pet loss and increased worry and stress when ailments occurs).
Finally, as noted previously, sleeping with a pet on the bed may also delay sleep onset by several
minutes (Smith et al. 2014).

1.2. Sleep-Positive Influences of the Human/Pet Relationship

Pets are commonly seen as members of the family and telling individuals to stop sleeping
with a pet can be the same as telling individuals to stop sleeping with their partner or children
(Patel et al. 2017; Rose et al. 2015). Belk (1996) reported that pets are seen to make life interesting and
are a source of entertainment. Thus, pet owners often tolerate mischief from their pets and are willing
to change their lives and schedules to accommodate their pets.

In a 2015 study, involving 150 patients with significant sleep disorders, 49% of participants
reported having pets and of these, 56% allowed pets in the bedroom. While 20% described their
pets as disruptive to sleep, twice as many (41%) perceived their pets as unobtrusive or beneficial for
sleep (Krahn et al. 2015). Participants who described their pets as beneficial, especially those who
did not co-sleep with a human, reported that their pets provided them with security, companionship,
and relaxation that aided their sleep. Similarly, in the Wells (2009) study cited previously, all of the
participants who owned a pet made positive comments and attributed pet ownership with a wide
range of advantages for health and physical and psychological well-being including; companionship,
emotional bond, decreased loneliness, better mood, reduced depression, increased sense of calm and a
sense of purpose, and distraction from worry about health concerns. The role pets played in motivation
to get out of bed (keeping to a regular schedule) and encouragement to take exercise, both considered
to be important contributors to restorative sleep, were also frequently mentioned. The link to
psychological well-being has been identified in additional studies (Beetz et al. 2012; Cassels et al. 2017;
Irvine and Cilia 2017) and some researchers suggest that pets can play a transitional role at bedtime,
triggering a sense of routine, order and security, thus easing the path to sleep (Wells 2009).

There is also an aligned but distinct, growing body of research regarding trained service dogs.
While our primary concern relates to pet dogs, some brief mention of studies of service dogs specific
to sleep is warranted. A 2015 literature review (Rose et al. 2015) identified several small pilot
and case studies specific to service dogs and sleep. One study cited in the review used dogs to
intervene by awakening participants during a sleep apnea event and thus helping reset heart rate
and facilitate reoxygenation (Smith et al. 2017). A second study trained service dogs, owned by
persons with post-traumatic stress disorder, to wake their owners to preclude the onset of nightmares
(Marston and Kopicki 2015). A third study involved training dogs to wake post-traumatic stress (PTSD)
patients before the onset of nightmares and to provide comfort after a nightmare (Rose et al. 2015).
The literature also contains reports of service dogs being trained to provide up to a five minute warning
of an impending narcolepsy attack so patients can take precaution to minimize risk of injury during
a fall (Dominguez-Ortega et al. 2013), and to place themselves in front of patients to avoid danger,
call 911 from a specially designed phone, retrieve medication, and to cue patients to take medication
(Roy 2014). These studies highlight that, in certain conditions, some disturbances during the night may
be beneficial. The literature seems promising and suggests that the practice of co-sleeping with a dog
may be a valuable non-pharmacological treatment option for some individuals with sleep disorders
(Rose et al. 2015). However, service dogs are not readily available nor affordable for most people and
research into the influence of sleep consequent to human/pet co-sleeping should not be neglected.

In summary, the question of animals in the sleep environment is complex. Undeniably, there
are disadvantages for some people who co-sleep with their pet dog (Thompson and Smith 2014).
However, research is growing identifying that having a pet in the bedroom or on the bed can have
advantages such as feelings of security, contentment and relaxation, and especially for those who do
not co-sleep with another human. Many pets are a source of unconditional support, comfort, security
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and stability (Crowe et al. 2017; Giaquinto and Valentini 2009; Smith et al. 2014) and, for some people,
the advantages of human/pet co-sleeping likely outweigh the disadvantages (Smith et al. 2017).

While we know that in the general population co-sleeping with a pet appears to be common
practice, there is little research available focused on persons living with chronic pain. Being told by a
healthcare provider to discontinue co-sleeping with a pet dog, on the basis of the current evidence
shortfall, can potentially be stressful and unnecessary. It may also increase a pain patient’s feelings of
isolation and being a burden to other family members who may have to take on more nighttime dog
care responsibilities. Addressing the current evidence gap will assist healthcare practitioners and pain
patients who wish to practice human/pet co-sleeping, develop strategies for optimal sleep outcomes
(Krahn et al. 2015). The specific aim of this study is to explore chronic pain patients’ experiences and
beliefs about the impact of their pet dog(s) on their sleep.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Design

The participants in this paper were part of a larger study (Carr, et al. in press), which used a
sequential exploratory mixed methods design (Creswell 2003; Creswell et al. 2011) where the qualitative
phase is followed by a quantitative phase. The qualitative study, reported elsewhere, explored the
experiences of people with chronic pain related to pet dog ownership (Carr et al.). The sleep question
was only added to the larger study towards the end and resulted in a subgroup of participants (seven
in total) who were specifically asked during the larger study interview, “Does your dog have a positive
or negative impact on your sleep?” The larger qualitative study recruited participants (including
the subgroup reported here) from a major chronic pain management program in Western Canada.
The study had ethical approval from the University of Calgary Conjoint Health Ethics Research Board
(CHREB#16-2040).

2.2. Participants

The larger qualitative study used a purposeful sampling strategy to recruit participants best able
to provide rich qualitative data (Creswell 2003). To capture a range of experiences, participants were
recruited between the ages of 18–90, who had lived with chronic pain for ≥six months measuring
≥four on a Visual Analogue Scale (VAS, 0–10mm), at the time of invitation to the study. This criteria
for having lived with pain for six or greater months aligns with the operational definition of chronic
pain. Participants must also have owned a dog at the time of the study, been able to provide informed
consent and converse in English. During later stages of the iterative data analysis, the relevance
of a sleep-specific question was identified and added. Consequently, we have a smaller number of
participants who responded to the sleep specific question then in the larger study. However, qualitative
research methodologists suggest that 6–20 key informants are adequate for achieving data saturation
(Creswell 2003), and we believe that the seven participants, who were asked the sleep specific question
that is the focus of this paper, provided significant, rich and relevant data.

2.3. Recruitment and Data Collection

The larger study recruited participants through flyers and posters displayed in high traffic areas of
a major chronic pain management program in Western Canada. No incentives were offered. Interested
patients who owned a dog contacted the research team and, if they met the inclusion criteria, they
were sent a consent form by mail or email and a convenient time scheduled for the interview. The main
data collection method was a digitally recorded semi-structured telephone interview. For all study
participants, the interviewer (EC) asked participants to reflect on their personal experiences of living
with chronic pain and how having a dog affected how they experienced and managed chronic pain.
In addition to those questions, the subgroup reported in this paper (seven in total), were also asked
specifically, “Does your dog have a positive or negative impact on your sleep?”
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2.4. Analysis

Verbatim transcripts were scanned electronically for any mention of the keywords “sleep, rest,
naps, insomnia.” Given the emerging research linking daytime activity to restorative nighttime
sleep (Moules 2002), we also searched for data specific to participation in daytime walks with
the dog. Relevant text was extracted, and, following repeated readings, comments were coded
and then organized into categories (Bowling 2002). A sample of the transcripts (15%) were read,
coded and categorized by a third party, not involved with the study, to audit for coding consistency.
No discrepancies emerged.

3. Results

Six women and one man, all with chronic pain, responded specifically to the impact of their pet
dog(s) on their sleep. Participants ranged in age from 45 to 70, had lived with pain for between 8–30+
years and six participants were not working or were retired. Five participants lived with a partner.
Five participants had one dog and two participants had two dogs. The dogs aged in range from under
1 year to 10+ years (Table 1). The age and breed of dog was not specifically recorded unless mentioned
by the participant. A number of participants’ comments reflected that they allowed their pet dog
to sleep in the bed with them but, as we did not ask this question specifically, it is not possible to
determine if this was common practice or if the pet sleep in the bedroom but not on the bed.

Table 1. Participant demographics.

Participant
(Gender)

Age Employment
Living

Arrangements
Duration of

Pain
Number of
Pet Dogs

Age of Dog
(years)

1 (F) 67 Not working Partner 22 1 8
2 (F) 45 Not working Partner 12 1 2
3 (F) 45 Part-time Partner 20+ 1 7+
4 (F) 55 Not working Alone 8 1 2
5 (F) 68 Not working Partner 30+ 2 u/k
6 (F) 55 Not working Alone 8 1 10+
7 (M) 70 Not working Partner 30+ 2 <1, u/k

Key: u/k = unknown

3.1. Codes

The emergent codes reflected three categories: positive, negative and reciprocal beliefs held by
participants in relation to the impact on their sleep of having a pet dog.

3.1.1. Category 1: Positive Impact

Over 80% of the comments reflected the belief that owning a dog had a beneficial effect on sleep
(Table 2). The five codes in the category of Positive Impact and illustrative comments from participants
[P], are listed below.

1. Physical Presence/’Cuddles’

Participants identified that the actual physical presence of their dog was reassuring, prevented
loneliness and reduced stress so that sleep onset was easier; “ . . . I’ve got my buddy and I’ve got my
companion hanging out with me and I don’t get that loneliness”[P2] and “ . . . when I am not well
he is there for comfort . . . you know I always have got somebody to cuddle and make me feel loved
when I am lonely and in pain and when I am trying to sleep . . . ” [P3].

2. Routine and a Schedule

The role having a dog played in setting a routine that was linked to sleep was mentioned several
times; “ . . . it helps in some way for the cuing... the thing they do for my sleep is the pattern of sleep
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to go to bed . . . ” [P4] and “ . . . it’s time to go to bed. She [the dog] knows what the phrase means. It
is obvious as she’ll get up and walk up the stairs. She’ll walk 2–3 steps and look at me like ‘are you
coming? [P7].

3. Distraction from Anxiety/Reassuring Presence at Night

Three participants explained that their dog played a role in reducing psychological anxiety, stress
and fear prior to bedtime; “ . . . I get anxiety attacks/ anxiety moments, and, you know, he can’t help
stopping my mind from racing . . . it’s that comfort and knowing that he is there and even if I am
awake all night I have company . . . ” [P3]. Similarly, Participant 5 stated “ . . . she [the dog] is just like
a really solid friend . . . she is there and she listens. She listens when no one else is around.”

4. Active Intervention to Keep Participant Safe

Several participants talked specifically about perceptions that their pet dog took active
intervention when the participant was experiencing challenges to restorative sleep. For example,
Participant 2 reported that her dog seemed to monitor her pain medication pump and alerted the
participant and her partner if there were problems, “ . . . she came and woke my husband up seconds
before an alarm went off on the pump, like seconds.” Similarly, Participant 6 said, “ . . . she can tell
when I am still asleep having a night terror . . . she will nuzzle up. I don’t know what I would be doing
without her, I wouldn’t be sleeping.”

5. Daytime Activity to Promote Being Tired at Night

Most participants mentioned that their dogs increased their activity during the day that
contributed to better sleep; “ . . . my days revolve around lots of walking with the dog . . . [P2].
Participant 1 spoke of how her daytime activity increased dramatically as she cared for her dog with
very complex health needs. She stated “ . . . I think he was a real gift . . . because of him and looking
after him, you know, feeding and medication and then we started therapy . . . over the next four
months I got feeling better and got out of the house and had to do stuff for him and walk him . . . .”

3.1.2. Category 2: Negative Impact

Only two participants mentioned having their sleep disrupted by their pet dog, and, for the
most part, these comments did not reflect that participants believed this to be a particularly troubling
aspect. Rather, it was most common for participants to bracket these comments about their sleep being
disturbed by jokes or statements intended to balance the negative aspect. For example, Participant 3
stated, “ . . . if they [the dog] decide they are not going to be sleeping that night they are gonna bug
you and wake you up and, you know, be a bit naughty. I get that too. But it’s not every time with him
and generally he is pretty good about letting you rest, it was definably a comfort when I was on my
own because I was lonely and he helped me sleep.”

3.1.3. Category 3: Reciprocal Impact

Interestingly, a third thematic category emerged reflecting several participants’ reciprocal concern
for the sleep of their pet dog. As opposed to expressing concern for their own sleep being disrupted
they talked about their strategies to help their dogs who had pain or illness to get a better sleep.
For example, Participant 5 talked about her dog having a lot of joint pain: “ . . . she [the dog] has
days when she experiences lots of pain, I make myself get down on the floor at her level . . . . I will
sit with her and talk with her and very softly, very calmly, I make a point of massaging her ever so
gently . . . I find this brings down her heart rate, she’s not in pain, the pain is starting to go down. I can
physically see the changes in her and eventually she nods off to sleep.” One participant pointed out
that human/pet sleep disturbances were also reciprocal, stating “ . . . if anything I disturb their sleep
. . . he helps me get the little bit of sleep I get” [P4].
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Table 2. Categories of codes from statements specific to dogs and sleep.

Category Code

1. Positive

Physical presence/”cuddles”
Routine and a schedule

Distraction from anxiety/reassuring presence at night
Active intervention to keep participant safe

Daytime activity

2. Negative Disturbs sleep with toileting or play demands

3. Reciprocal relationship Owner concerned over pet dog’s sleep

4. Discussion and Conclusions

We know that sleep, like pain, is best understood through the application of a biopsychosocial
lens (Ferrie et al. 2011). Additionally, there is growing evidence that sleep and pain have a bidirectional
relationship such that it is reasonable to assume that improved perceptions of sleep may positively
influence how a patient experiences pain (Finan et al. 2013). If this, as the evidence seems to suggest,
is the case, it is essential that we apply a much more comprehensive examination to the factors
affecting both the perceived and measured outcome of sleep for persons living with chronic pain.
To-date, most advice about how to improve sleep takes a fairly simplistic approach to managing
sleep problems in the presence of a pet; remove the pet (American Sleep Association n.d.). However,
removing distractions is only one of a multitudes of sleep hygiene principles. Sleep hygiene also
stresses the importance of daytime activity, daylight exposure, stress reduction, and daily routines
(National Sleep Foundation n.d.). Participants offered numerous examples of how their pet dogs
facilitated adherence to these principles. Based on these findings we believe that more detailed
research is warranted into the role pet dogs play in helping with sleep onset and maintenance through
both physical (increased daytime activity, monitoring of breathing and other sleep-related technology)
and psychological (maintenance of habits, routines, roles and responsibilities, stress/anxiety reduction,
sense of safety and companionship) components of sleep hygiene. Additionally, the findings related
to the concern some participants expressed about disturbing their pet dog’s sleep were particularly
intriguing and require further, more nuanced, study. It may be that some elements of social contract
theory are at play and participants’ comments reflect a sense of obligation towards the pet dog who is
providing emotional resources to the owner. We do not have sufficient data from this study to speculate
further but will look to social contract theorists such as Palmer (1997), to guide further research in this
understudied area,

Chronic pain is a complex, biopsychosocial condition (Brown 2009) and privileging biological
interventions alone is inadequate. We need to better understand if removing pet dogs as a solution
to improved sleep could be counter-productive and lead to more, not less, sleep-related issues,
including the potential for increased reliance on sleep medication and the increased need for other
costlier, demanding, and less accessible, interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy and
pain-related surgery.

There were limitations to the study; with the small sample the analysis may not have reached
thematic saturation, and it is possible that collecting phone interview data about sleep at the same time
as other aspects of pet ownership and pain introduced some fatigue in participants and some responses
may have been less detailed then optimal. Also, the participants self-selected and were therefore likely
to be more positive about the aspects of dog ownership in their lives. Additionally, we did not collect
quantitative sleep indicators which would have built a better picture of the extent of sleep deficiency in
these participants. However, a number of sleep-positive codes emerged and even the two participants
who identified negative aspects of co-sleeping with their dog unfailingly bracketed those comments
with humor and other examples of where the dog was a sleep-positive influence.

Sleep is an essential human requirement, which, for many people with chronic pain, is a significant
challenge. The evidence-base supporting the bi-directional nature of sleep and chronic pain is clear
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and requires closer attention. This small study shines a light on this important and yet neglected area
of research. It reveals that for these participants their dog appears to enhance their sleep in many ways.
Further research is warranted to explore more fully the ways in which pet dogs influence sleep for
people with chronic pain.
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Abstract: Throughout human history, energy security has been a prominent concern. Historically,
animals were used as energy providers and as companions and sentinels in mining operations.
While animals are seldom used for these purposes in developed communities today, this legacy of
use is likely to have far-reaching consequences for how animals and human–animal relationships
are acknowledged in energy development. The US is currently experiencing an energy boom in
the form of high volume horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing (HVHHF); because animals
are the most at risk from this boom, this study uses a thorough content analysis of peer-reviewed
HVHHF articles mentioning animals from 2012–2018 to assess how animals and human–animal
relationships are discussed. Three dominant article theme classifications emerge: animal-focused
articles, animal-observant articles, and animal sentinel articles. Across themes, articles seldom
acknowledge the inherent value or the social and psychological importance of animals in human
lives; instead, the focus is almost exclusively on the use of animals as sentinels for potential human
health risks. Further, what is nearly absent from this body of literature is any social science research.
Given that relationships with animals are an integral part of human existence, this study applies
environmental justice principles, serving as a call to action for social science scholars to address the
impacts of HVHHF on animals and human–animal relationships.

Keywords: hydraulic fracturing; animal studies; environmental sociology; environmental justice;
companion animals; energy development

1. Introduction

On a small plot of land in Pennsylvania, Stacey Haney and Beth Voyles raised animals and
children. In 2008, they combined their land in order to rent it to a Texas-based oil company that
would use high volume horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing (HVHHF) to harvest natural
gas. Both women thought it was a beneficial plan, providing them with additional income for their
respective farms. However, in less than a year after drilling began, Haney’s animals, Hunter (dog),
Boots (goat), and Boots’ offspring had all died. Similarly, Voyles lost her prized dog, Cummins, and
at least 15 of Cummins’ offspring. Both families also experienced health repercussions (see, e.g.,
(Griswold 2011)). Their land sits above the Marcellus Shale Deposit, which is an American natural-gas
field often used for HVHHF. HVHHF is a type of energy development that involves forcing high
volumes of water, sand, and hundreds of hazardous chemicals into horizontally drilled wells to
stimulate fractures and free up oil and gas stores that can then be recovered.

Over the last two decades, there has been increased debate and documentation of the impacts that
HVHHF is having, and will have, on communities and individuals. Social scientists have been at the
forefront of this discussion, detailing such things as the public perceptions of the social-environmental
issues caused by HVHHF (Ladd 2013, 2018; Morrone et al. 2015; Vasi et al. 2015), local opposition
and community division over HVHHF, differences in public and elite perceptions (Crowe et al. 2015),
influence of familiarity with HVHHF on opinion (Willits et al. 2016), and HVHHF’s negative impacts
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(Hauter 2016). What this literature tells us is that there is great division among the general public
about the necessity of HVHHF and the impacts that it will have on individuals and communities.
More importantly, the nuances in energy development discussions and perceptions are often location
or community specific (see, e.g., Hula et al. 2017). Although, as the text above details, animals are
an integral part of the HVHHF story, little attention has been paid to addressing the intersection of
humans, animals, and HVHHF.

Outside of energy debates, social scientists are increasingly recognizing the value of including
animals and human–animal relationships in social research, often discussing animals as a critically
important but missing or overlooked variable (Carter and Charles 2018; Cudworth 2015; Peggs 2012;
Tovey 2003). By bringing animals back into the conversation, social scientists have identified important
connections that have led to significant social and policy changes. For instance, Fitzgerald and
colleagues (Barrett et al. 2018; Fitzgerald 2007) argue that women in abusive relationships are often
reluctant to leave their abusive partners because of fear that their companion animals may sustain
increased violence or that domestic violence shelters will not accept them with a companion animal.
This finding has led to an increase in domestic violence shelters accepting companion animals.
In another area of research, Irvine (2009) documents the horrors of animal violence, neglect and
abuse by authorities that kept local residents from leaving their homes during hurricane Katrina.
This extended conversation led to the 2006 federal Pets Evacuation and Transportation Standards
(PETS) Act, which directs state and local emergency plans to take pets and service animals into
account in emergency planning. While these are only two examples of many, they demonstrate how
understanding animals and human–animal relationships is becoming critical to understanding larger
social issues. The current article is designed to continue this conversation, by looking at how animals
(wild, agriculture and companion) and human–animal relationships are discussed and addressed in
HVHHF research.

In 2012, Michelle Bamberger and Robert Oswald, a veterinarian and a pharmacologist, published a
paper with the intention of starting a conversation about the impacts of HVHHF on animal populations
and the associated connections to human health. Their article relies on 24 reported cases of animal
harm. Opening a new avenue for discussion and making clear connections between animal and
human well-being, the paper received widespread attention (see, e.g., Phillips 2012). Although their
paper does not offer generalizable statements about the broad impacts of HVHHF on animals or the
associated costs to human health, it does raise numerous questions about the use of animals as, what
Whitley (2017) terms, unintentional sentinels in the expansion of HVHHF. This issue should be part of
a larger discussion about the use of animals in energy development, a topic that has implications for
both animal and human health, as well as for human–animal relationships more broadly.

Animals have a long and varied history in energy development that has often been overlooked
(see, e.g., Whitley 2017, 2018). From antiquity until recent times, animals were used as energy providers.
This dynamic only changed with technological innovation, at which point animals became intentional
sentinels in mining operations and laboratory experiments, being used to assess the risks that mining
toxins posed to humans. Though using animals as intentional sentinels fell out of favor in the 1960s,
HVHHF’s rapid expansion has reintroduced their use as harbingers of human risk. Researchers are
monitoring (as unintentional sentinels) and once again conducting laboratory experiments on animals
(as intentional sentinels) to assess the impacts of HVHHF toxin exposure, often with the objective of
learning more about potential risks to human health.

Understanding the impact HVHHF has on animals and human–animal relationships is important
for four key reasons. First, animals are inherently valuable; they contribute to ecosystem success
and HVHHF will likely have individual and symbiotic impacts on their wellbeing. Second, although
impacts on animals may signal potential risks to humans, they are also likely to impact human–animal
relationships. For instance, in the example above, Haney and Voyles both experienced psychological
trauma over the loss of their animals. Such trauma could be magnified in sensitive populations such
as in senior populations living with pets (see, e.g., Himsworth and Rock 2013). In addition, this type
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of trauma could have implications for animal ownership and rescue in high HVHHF regions. Third,
the impact HVHHF has on animals may affect public perceptions of risk and behavior, as is the case
with natural disasters, where harm to animals influences individuals’ risk perceptions and behaviors
(see, e.g., Irvine 2009). Additionally, HVHHF can impact veterinary services. Bamberger and Oswald
(2012) argue that non-disclosure policies make treating animals exposed to HVHHF fluids a challenge.
Along these lines, veterinarians in high HVHHF areas are likely coming into contact with greater
numbers of exposure cases, changing how veterinary medicine is practiced.

Research on HVHHF is highly interdisciplinary and implications for animals are often embedded
in ways that make it unclear whether these topics are being investigated. This study seeks to overcome
this challenge by conducting a thorough content analysis of all peer-reviewed literature, published
from 2012–2018, on HVHHF that mentions animals to provide a report on the state of the field that (1)
determines how animals and human–animal relationships are featured in scientific literature on the
impacts of HVHHF; (2) identifies themes among the suite of studies and; (3) assesses what additional
research is needed as a call to action.

2. Background and Theory

Environmental Justice and the Place of Animals

The recognition of animals in energy development and the associated link to human lives is best
situated within an environmental justice (EJ) framework. Historically, EJ has addressed the inequitable
distribution of environmental services and burdens to vulnerable populations. Social scientists
have long drawn on work from deviance studies, political economy and environmental justice to
explain toxic exposure, consistently concluding that the poor and people of color have been victims
of egregious ecological injustice (see, e.g., Mohai and Saha 2006, 2007). This literature is connected
to a larger body of work that assesses how social and political inequalities are reinforced through
access and distribution of the natural environment (see, e.g., Bullard 2005; Pellow 2017). Much of
the literature is focused on the production, manipulation and unlawful disposal of toxic waste (see,
e.g., Massari and Monzini 2004; Pearce and Tombs 2009; Ruggiero 1996). It should be noted that this
body of literature within social science originated with a human emphasis. Specifically, Bullard and
colleagues (Bullard 1994; Bullard and Wright 1993) were attempting to counter the environmental
movement approach, which focused on impacts on the natural environment, by drawing attention
to the impacts on vulnerable populations. At this time, the recognition of the interconnectedness
between humans and animals was not fully realized, and remains an issue. EJ scholar David Pellow
has been particularly interested in reincorporating animals into EJ conversations, especially around
toxic exposure (Mohai et al. 2009; Pellow 2014, 2017). However, there remains a space for a deeper
discussion not just about the impacts on wildlife populations, but about the shared impacts across
species and the impact on human–animal relationships broadly.

Though there has been a concerted effort to apply concepts of EJ to human populations, nonhuman
animals remain nearly absent from this discourse (Kopnina 2014). Kopnina (2014) argues that scholars
are influenced by the “dominant neoliberal ideology of anthropocentrism” (p. 2) (see also, e.g.,
Callicott 1999; Catton and Dunlap 1978; Crist 2012; Kopnina 2012a, 2012b). The traditional tendency of
social science to be anthropocentric has limited inquiry into animal-environment issues to discussions
of the implications of these issues to humans, without regard for the inherent value of animal species
(Beirne 2009; Nibert 2002). Kopnina (2014) clarifies this argument, suggesting that the “view of
animals as culturally, socially or economically significant objects sees non-humans as facilitators of
technological advancements (e.g., medical experiments or genetic manipulations), as an attribute of
cultural practice (hunting or whaling) as the objects of economic interest (e.g., animal trade) symbolic
ritual (e.g., animal sacrifice), or collateral damage (e.g., road kill or forest clearings)” (p. 4). In energy
development, animals have not only been the facilitators of technological advancements, but they have
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also served as sentinels, living indicators of risks posed to humans (Whitley 2017). In this way, the use
and investigation of animals in energy development has been and remains anthropocentric.

An issue becomes an EJ concern when it is socially constructed as a problem (Taylor 2000).
White (2013) argues that the nature of mining inherently creates EJ concerns because vulnerable
populations always suffer. Several researchers have documented the potential risks HVHHF
poses to human health through water contamination, fracking fluid spills, air pollution, etc.
(Korfmacher et al. 2013; Kovats et al. 2014; Wattenberg et al. 2015). In doing so, these researchers
have constructed a narrative about HVHHF as an EJ issue, with a focus on human health implications.
What remains absent from this work, and the larger body of EJ literature, is any recognition of animals
or human–animal relationships.

Schlosberg (2013) argues that, “one of the remaining border challenges of environmental justice
theory is to make important connections with the environment itself . . . Yes, most of the discussion is
about environmental bads and injustices to human beings, but the origins of environmental injustices
are as much in the treatment of the non-human realm as in relations among human beings” (pp. 43–44).
Although all mining practices have environmental impacts, the expansion of development, potential
for chemical pollution, and hydrological alteration make HVHHF particularly concerning. Animals
are likely to be the first affected in HVHHF development. Direct impacts on animals could have
lasting effects on biodiversity and ecological services (Kiviat 2013). In particular, vulnerable animal
populations such as those who have restricted ranges, are sensitive to environmental changes, or if
endangered, may experience amplified effects. The potential risks are so concerning that HVHHF
has been identified as a global conservation issue (Lloyd et al. 2005). Importantly, wildlife are not
the only victims; the health and wellbeing of livestock and companion animals is also at risk (see,
e.g., Bamberger and Oswald 2012, 2015), bringing up questions about the rights of animals to have
equitable access to environmental services such as clean water and air. This study seeks to demonstrate
that HVHHF is not just an EJ issue for humans, but that animals and human–animal relationships
should be considered as well. The study that follows uses a content analysis approach to evaluate the
extent to which animals are considered in HVHHF discussions within peer reviewed journal articles.
In doing so, it provides tangible evidence in support of Schlosberg (2013) assertion that we need more
discussions of animals as victims in environmental justice narratives.

3. Data

All peer-reviewed articles published between 2012 and 2018 that are about HVHHF and mention
animals were examined. To ensure that the analysis is inclusive, data collection was conducted
using three steps. The process began with Bamberger and Oswald’s 2012 paper, described in the
introduction, as it is considered the seminal article exploring the potential impacts HVHHF has on
animals. All citations within the articles citing Bamberger and Oswald (2012) were analyzed. Next, all
peer-reviewed articles citing Bamberger and Oswald (2012) were reviewed. Finally, the resulting list
was cross-referenced with a search in the Web of Science database looking for peer-reviewed articles
featuring hydraulic fracturing (using key terms: hydraulic fracturing, fracking, unconventional energy
development, and natural gas development) and animals (using key terms: animals, ecosystems,
fisheries, wildlife, livestock, agriculture, invertebrates, biodiversity, fauna, and mammals). A total of
118 articles were identified.

4. Method

A content analysis approach was applied, which is a widely used technique to identify and
describe patterns in textual data. All text was coded in Nvivo 11.4. Nvivo is a qualitative data analysis
software tool that allows for the coding, sorting, querying and sharing of unstructured data. Line data
were coded into nodes and then consolidated into categorical themes. First, all articles were reviewed
to give the researcher a feel for these data. Second, abstracts were coded for the presence of animal
terms. For instance, if animals were featured in the abstract it was assumed that the animals were
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a central focus of the article. If animals were not featured in the abstract, it was assumed that they
had little importance in the article or were simply a line reference. Additional nodes were identified
to code the central themes of each abstract, regardless of animal inclusion. Abstracts were chosen
as the first level of analysis, because they provide summaries of articles and are likely the first thing
people assess before reading an entire article. Third, a line-by-line review of all articles was done to
assess when and how animals were discussed. Finally, a second coder was asked to independently
code all text. Inconsistencies between the two coders were discussed until consensus was reached.
Limited inconsistencies were found, as nodes relied on the presence of specific words related to
animals or other subcategories of environmental and social impacts. Three major themes emerged.
These themes and the associated subthemes are discussed below.

5. Results and Discussion

The analysis aims to clarify how animals and human–animal relationships are included or
excluded in scientific discussion on HVHHF. Of the 118 articles analyzed, only 44 (37%) mention
animals in the abstract. Across all articles, three dominant themes emerged. First, 25 (21%) articles
directly mention animals or ecosystems in the abstract and focus on the impacts HVHHF has on a
specific animal, group, or species. These 25 articles are referred to as “animal-focused” articles. Second,
23 (20%) articles review the impacts of HVHHF and mention animals or ecosystems in the abstract but
do not exclusively focus on animals, including non-animal impacts as well. These are referred to as
“animal-observant” articles. Finally, the majority of articles (70 articles, 59%) did not mention animals
in the abstract but cited the Bamberger and Oswald (2012) article to support a claim about the impacts
of HVHHF on humans. These articles are referred to as “animal-sentinel” articles. Within each theme,
subthemes emerged.

5.1. Animal-Focused Articles

The articles within this group either provide a general overview of the impacts of HVHHF
on ecosystems or focus on specific impacts on a species. General overviews of ecosystem
impacts consistently conclude that freshwater organisms, species sensitive to land fragmentation,
and animals with restricted ranges are the most at risk (Gillen and Kiviat 2012; Kiviat 2013).
In these articles, animals are the focal point and the research examines how HVHHF affects
them. For instance, research suggests that the redfin darter, a fish that is endangered in some
US states, is vulnerable to silt input in streams (Stearman et al. 2015); native brook trout conservation
and restoration are at risk (Weltman-Fahs and Taylor 2013), as are Zebra fish and their habitats
(Folkerts et al. 2017; He et al. 2018); migrating fracturing fluids may cause adverse effects in rainbow
trout (He et al. 2016; Folkerts et al. 2017); fish exposed to waters contaminated with fracking fluids
show signs of general stress and higher incidences of gill lesions compared to unexposed fish
(Papoulias and Velasco 2013); and a positive correlation exists between the presence of HVHHF wells
and mercury concentrations in crayfish, and other predatory macro invertebrates and brook trout
(Grant et al. 2015; Blewett et al. 2017a; Blewett et al. 2017b). In addition, non-aquatic animals may also
be affected by water contamination. For instance, metal accumulation in riparian songbirds is higher
in heavy HVHHF areas compared to those residing in areas without HVHHF (Latta et al. 2015) and
the leopard frog may be particularly vulnerable (Funk and Stabenau 2017).

A handful of articles that focus on specific species demonstrate that land fragmentation contributes
to animals avoiding roadways, which isolates them to smaller areas of land, a trend documented
in grassland bird species (Thompson et al. 2015), salamanders (Brand et al. 2014), mule deer
(Lendrum et al. 2012), and river otters (Godwin et al. 2015). Although land fragmentation is not
likely to have a big impact on livestock and companion animals, range restrictions might; despite
this possibility, studies of the impacts of HVHHF on livestock and companion animals are scarce.
For instance, in the only identified study on livestock, Finkel et al. (2013b) assess how HVHHF
affects cow and milk production over a five-year period, finding that production decreased as
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HVHHF development increased. Similarly, beyond the original Bamberger and Oswald (2012) article,
only three studies report on the impacts on companion animals and human–animal relationships.
First, Slizovskiy et al. (2015) use a community health survey with questions about companion and
livestock health to assess how the distance to the nearest HVHHF well relates to reported human
and animal health. They find that the reported health of dogs is significantly lower for people
living within 1 km of a gas well compared to those living farther away. Second, a follow-up
article by Bamberger and Oswald (2015) demonstrates that the negative health impacts decrease for
families (including animals) moving away from HVHHF areas, while health impacts remain the
same or increase for those continuing to reside in high volume drilling areas. Finally, in conducting
interviews among Pennsylvania residents with a focus on women, McHenry (2017) finds that people
are particularly concerned with how hydraulic fracturing impacts their family pets.

Assessing the articles in this thematic category leads to three broad conclusions. First, although
these articles focus almost exclusively on animals and tend to argue for the inherent value of animals,
they largely justify studying impacts on animals by connecting them to human systems. For example,
this group of studies generally mentions human health or the preservation of ecosystem services in the
conclusion as a justification for focusing exclusively or almost exclusively on animals. Second, there
is limited social science research in this body of literature. Only one study, McHenry (2017), is from
a social science perspective. Specifically, there is no broad assessment of how hydraulic fracturing
is impacting animals or human–animal relationships; there are only assessments of the impacts on
animals that may signal potential risks to humans. Finally, and perhaps most surprisingly, the lengthy
history of testing mining toxins on animals to assess and mitigate human health risks is alive and well
in research with a few studies reporting on the use of laboratory mice to assess toxin exposure extremes
(Kassotis et al. 2015; Kassotis et al. 2016a). This is interesting because it goes beyond the assumption
that animals are simply serving as unintentional sentinels in HVHHF development. Instead, this
evidence suggests that animals are also serving as intentional sentinels.

5.2. Animal-Observant Articles

The articles in this group (N = 23) mention animals in the context of other HVHHF risks and do
not focus on a specific animal or species. In most cases, these articles focus on environmental damage
or contamination. Terms such as “animals” and “ecosystems” are widely used. Unlike the previous
category, the focus of these articles is on the broad effects, which happen to include impacts on animals.
So, for instance, in thinking about water contamination, the author might mention all of the potential
impacts, where in the previous category the analysis or discussion would be on the impacts HVHHF
has on a particular species or group of animals. There are no social science articles in this group.

The majority of articles in this thematic category emphasize freshwater ecosystems as their
animal focal point. This is not surprising, as these articles cite many of the “Animal-Focused
Articles” listed above as supporting evidence. For instance, studies show that chemicals used in
hydraulic fracturing pose a risk to ecosystems (Entrekin et al. 2018; He et al. 2017; Loh and Loh 2016;
Vandecasteele et al. 2015; Yao et al. 2015). Specifically, Kassotis et al. (2016b) find that injection well
disposal sites reveal elevated levels of toxins that could disrupt reproduction and development in
aquatic animals (see, e.g., Elliott et al. 2017). Additionally, HVHHF leads to increases in pH in area
streams (Lutz and Grant 2016), and water contamination can enter the food chain impacting cattle,
poultry, and aquatic life (Kun et al. 2014; Pothukuchi et al. 2018). Notice that in all of these cases,
animals are mentioned, but they are mentioned in the context of environmental contamination where
the focal point is on contamination and not on animals.

Instead of centering on a particular environmental impact, some articles provide general
overviews of environmental risks (Brittingham et al. 2014; Burton et al. 2014; Lave and Lutz 2014;
Souther et al. 2014) or information about regulatory processes (Ralston and Kalmbach 2018).
For instance, in an analysis of land use and shale development, Moran et al. (2015) assert that,
“shale gas development will likely have substantial negative impact effects on forested habitats and
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the organisms that depend upon them” (p. 1276) and Abrahams et al. (2015) note, “well pads,
access roads, and gathering lines fragment forestland resulting in irreversible alterations to the forest
ecosystem” (p. 153). Similarly, in a paper looking at how Saskatchewan is responding to hydraulic
fracturing, the authors note that people are concerned about impacts on animals and ecosystems
(Olive and Valentine 2018).

Finally, a key component of articles within this theme is the effort to position research as important
for supporting human systems. For example, multiple scholars argue that failing to understand
threats to ecosystems and provide proper regulatory mechanisms are likely to contribute to ecosystem
loss, which has implications for human health (Allred et al. 2015; Bamberger and Oswald 2014;
Down et al. 2013; Finkel et al. 2013a; Finkel et al. 2013b; Jones et al. 2015; Kassotis et al. 2016a;
Kassotis et al. 2016b; Robbins 2013; Ticleanu et al. 2014). Three important takeaways emerge from this
group. First, articles mention animals as being impacted by HVHHF, but do not focus on a specific
group or species. Second, unlike the articles in the animal-focused group, these articles center on
making a connection between animal (and environmental) impacts and human health, paying less
attention to the inherent value of nature or animals. Finally, there are no social science articles.

5.3. Animal Sentinel Articles

Animal sentinel articles do not mention animals or ecosystems in the abstract (n = 70). Overall,
this group uses the Bamberger and Oswald (2012) article to support discussions on one of five key
HVHHF subthemes: public health concerns (n = 24 or 35% of animal sentinel articles), environmental
impacts (n = 19 or 27% of animal sentinel articles), community impacts and public perceptions (n = 16
or 23% of animal sentinel articles), policy (n = 7 or 10% of animal sentinel articles), and general reviews
of broad impacts (n = 4 or 6% of animal sentinel articles).

First, the largest group of articles in this theme emphasizes public health concerns (n =
24). These articles discuss the impacts of HVHHF on either broad public health categories
(see, e.g., Adekola et al. 2016; Boyle et al. 2016; Ferrar et al. 2013; Finkel and Hays 2013;
Goldstein and Kriesky 2012; Korfmacher et al. 2013; Mitka 2012; Penning et al. 2014; Perry 2013;
Rabinowitz et al. 2015; Rafferty and Limonik 2013; Redmond 2014; Saberi 2013; Saberi et al. 2014;
Saunders et al. 2016; Shonkoff et al. 2014; Steinzor et al. 2013; Tuller 2015; Werner et al. 2015;
Willems et al. 2016) or specifically to infant or reproductive and developmental health
(Kassotis et al. 2015; Ma et al. 2016; Payne et al. 2014; Webb et al. 2014). If mentioned, animals are
only used to situate the potential and realized impacts on human health or to assert that more
research is needed (see, e.g., Ma et al. 2016). For instance, in a review of HVHHF health impacts,
Shonkoff et al. (2014) cite Bamberger and Oswald (2012) after discussing fracking fluid containment by
noting “These containment ponds are often, but not always, lined to protect against leakage; however,
case studies have documented reported ruptures to these liners that may have led to water and soil
contamination and contributed to fish and livestock deaths (Bamberger and Oswald 2012, p. 793)”.
This is the only reference to animals in the article and is simply used to support the thesis that
additional epidemiological studies are needed to evaluate risks to human health.

Second, a group of studies within this theme speak to environmental impacts (n = 19). Two articles
review broad environmental impacts (Arent et al. 2015; Reible et al. 2016), while the remaining
17 focus on air quality or water use and contamination. For instance, HVHHF is known to have
broad impacts on air quality (Bai et al. 2016; Brown et al. 2014; Brown et al. 2015; Bunch et al. 2014;
Colborn et al. 2012; Field et al. 2014; Moore et al. 2014). Similar to the health impacts subtheme, this
group minimally mentions animals in the text or uses Bamberger and Oswald (2012) as a general
nod to potential impacts on human health. For instance, Bunch et al. (2014) do not mention animals
at all, but cite the article to show that few “studies have focused on atmospheric emissions and, in
particular, on the potential impacts of such emissions on human health” (p. 833). A second group of
environmental impact articles speak to issues of water quality. For instance, these articles discuss the
chemical composition of water and wastewater disposal wells near HVHHF sites (Kassotis et al. 2013;
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Rich and Crosby 2013; Zhai et al. 2016), wastewater spills and water contamination (Koh et al. 2016;
Konkel 2016; Penningroth et al. 2013; Sang et al. 2014), and broad debates about water use
and contamination (Ernstoff and Ellis 2013). Overall, animals are excluded or only mentioned in
superficial ways.

Third, there are 16 community impacts and public perception articles. This subtheme is the
only one to include social science articles. In these articles, HVHHF is evaluated in terms of public
perceptions (Choma et al. 2016; Dokshin 2016; Israel et al. 2015; Morrone et al. 2015; Powers et al. 2015),
community disorder and boomtown issues (Jerolmack and Berman 2016; Ruddell and Ortiz 2014),
changes in traffic (Graham et al. 2015), economic impacts (Barth 2013; Muresan and Ivan 2015), broad
or case-specific social impacts (Garvie et al. 2014; Perry 2012), and environmental justice and human
rights (see, e.g., Clough and Bell 2016; Fry et al. 2015; Johnston et al. 2016; Short et al. 2015). Once again,
these articles give little attention to the impacts of HVHHF on animals. Specifically, animals and
human–animal relationships are not mentioned in survey analyses or in discussions about community
impacts broadly. What is most interesting about this collection is that even among the environmental
justice focused articles, animals are non-existent. For instance, in discussing the connection between
human rights and HVHHF, Short et al. (2015) cite the Bamberger and Oswald (2012) article to suggest
that “Land can also be impacted through water, air or soil pollution as we have seen above, along with
damage to livestock, vegetation and wildlife” (p. 15), but give no designated attention to animals or
human–animal relationships in their analysis. Once again, this group mentions animals or ecosystems
to support the discussion of potential risks to humans.

Fourth, some articles focus on policy initiatives and debates (n = 7). Within this group,
articles focus on policies and practices in monitoring and management (Centner and Eberhart 2015;
Wylie and Albright 2014), local distance ordinances and management (Centner and Kostandini 2015;
Fry 2013), political debates and public policy (Bamberger and Oswald 2013; Beebeejaun 2013), and
national acts and orders (Geltman et al. 2016). As with the others, articles in this subtheme either do not
specifically mention animals or only mention them to support a claim about human or environmental
wellbeing. The single exception to this is Bamberger and Oswald’s 2015 follow up article to their
original 2012 publication, in which they deliberately discuss the impact of HVHHF on livestock,
mentioning that livestock remaining in HVHHF areas recovered from reproductive distress initially
seen on the onset of production, but developed long-term respiratory issues.

Finally, a small group of articles provide general overviews of the impacts of HVHHF, addressing
both environmental and social concerns (n = 4) (see, e.g., Esterhuyse et al. 2016; Hays et al. 2015;
Stephenson 2016; Wang et al. 2014). Once again, this group cites Bamberger and Oswald (2012)
without mentioning animals. For instance, Stephenson (2016) notes, “concerns over additives used in
hydraulic fracturing fluid mainly center on them reaching the environment from spills at the surface
or in transport, from illegal dumping of wastewater, or from damage to the liners of wastewater
impoundment dams” (p. 8), which is followed with the Bamberger and Oswald citation. The article
does not specifically mention animals. By evaluating articles in the animal sentinel theme, two
conclusions emerge. First, the majority of articles that cite the Bamberger and Oswald (2012) article
only use the citation to situate research on the impacts of HVHHF on humans, paying little or no
attention to the direct impacts that HVHHF has on animals and human–animal relationships. Second, it
is clear that social science, including environmental justice scholars, have neglected this area of research.

6. Conclusions

As HVHHF continues to expand, numerous environmental and social impacts are being
acknowledged; however, the place of animals in this discourse remains limited, especially among
social scientists (see, e.g., Whitley 2017, 2018). Assessing the impacts of HVHHF on animals and
human–animal relationships is particularly important because animals have inherent value, they
contribute to ecosystem viability, and there will likely be shared impacts between humans and
animals. Studies that mention animals or cite animal-related research in the context of HVHHF
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can be divided into three thematic categories: animal-focused, animal-observant, and animal sentinel
articles. Animal-focused articles assess the risks of HVHHF on animal life, often on a particular
species. Animal-observant articles mention impacts of HVHHF on animals, but in the context of
other issues or themes. Articles in this group do not focus on animals, but impacts on animals are
acknowledged. Finally, the majority of articles cite animal-focused articles to make a claim about
the impacts HVHHF has on something or some community other than animals. Social science work
is nearly absent from all categories. Specifically, there is no focused discussion of human–animal
relationships in the face of HVHHF or of how the impacts of HVHHF on animals influence social
and community dynamics. The clear gap in literature mimics the assertions that social science has
neglected the natural environment and, in this case, animals as an important topic of analysis for social
life. What this analysis shows is that there are many ways that social scientists can engage with broadly
understanding the intersection between humans, animals and energy development, and HVHHF
in particular.

While some studies acknowledge the inherent value of animals (studies in the animal-focused
theme), most cite risks to animals as a means of understanding the potential risks to human health.
This is perhaps unsurprising, given humans’ lengthy history of using animals as intentional and
unintentional sentinels in energy development and the EJ focus on human lives. For instance, scholars
have often argued that the tracking and monitoring of sentinel species is an important technique to
assess human health risks (McCarthy et al. 1990; Rabinowitz et al. 2009). A benefit of observing animals
in HVHHF areas is that this approach does not isolate and expose animals to toxic chemicals in a
laboratory (Rabinowitz et al. 2010). However, animals are only tracked and monitored when exposure
to humans has occurred or is expected to occur. As a consequence, such work may negate the inherent
value of animals, since tracking and monitoring is unlikely to occur when there is no concern over
human health risks. Tacking may also involve the capture and tracking of animals, which could put
stress on a particular animal or population. In many ways, animals observed in this form have become
the new “canaries in the coal mines” as unintentional sentinels.

Importantly, animals continue to be used in laboratory settings to test energy development
chemicals. So, not only are animals being tracked as unintentional sentinels in their natural
environments to signal human health risks, but are also being experimented on in laboratory
environments to explore the toxicity of HVHHF fluids. There is growing research that suggests
that experimentation on animals is often flawed, misleading, and wasteful (see, e.g., Arluke 2010;
Arluke and Michael 2007; Eisenman 2016). Because of this, many scholars and industries have called for
alternatives to animal-based experimentation (see, e.g., Khilnani and Khilnani 2016; Kumar et al. 2017).
Although, field observation can make isolating the effects of HVHHF difficult, motivating experiments
on animals, several of the studies mentioned above have used field experimentation to document
impacts effectively with minimal risk to animals. Many of the field experiments have a dual human
and animal focus. This means that the researchers are interested in monitoring human risk as well as
supporting biodiversity. Although there has been some work to assert that animals are sentinels in
HVHHF expansion, the use of animals in laboratory experiments to document the potential effects of
HVHHF toxins has not been addressed. It is unlikely that many, even within Animal Rights circles,
are aware of the laboratory testing conducted on animals to gain insight into the harmful effects of
HVHHF chemicals. Such information may be particularly important in aligning animal rights activists
and fracktivists movements (a range of people from those who strongly oppose hydraulic fracturing
to those who support extensive policy and practice reform before expansion is allowed to continue).
Scholars should consider looking into the use of animals in laboratory environments to get a better
understanding of how widespread this practice is across energy platforms and how this practice has
increased or decreased over time.

Ultimately, this content analysis of literature highlights numerous gaps in assessing the impact
HVHHF has on animals and human–animal relationships. Not only are more geographically- and
species-diverse studies needed to assess vulnerability and reliance by all scientists, but social scientists
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in particular need to assess the effects HVHHF has on human–animal relationships. In particular,
environmental justice scholars need to include animals and human–animal relationships in their
analyses of the impacts of HVHHF. Several reports suggest that people and animals may suffer shared
health problems because of HVHHF. Scholars should investigate what this shared suffering means for
companion animal ownership, loss, veterinary care, self-identity, and family life as well as exploring
the social and psychological implications. In addition, scholars should investigate questions such
as how rescue organizations are responding to HVHHF, especially in high development areas, and
how people in HVHHF areas are working to keep their animals and themselves safe. Beyond this,
research suggests that boomtowns may fuel social disorder, which can lead to increases in violence.
Scholars should explore how animals fit into this equation and whether there is increased violence
against animals in these communities.

Across thematic categories, human health remains a dominant subtheme. Most studies, regardless
of their central focus, conclude by discussing the potential or realized risks of HVHHF to human
health, but not to human–animal relationships. Despite this, the reality is that the impacts of HVHHF
on animals will likely go beyond shared health concerns. As with the example in the beginning, seeing
companion or agriculture animals in distress can increase human stress, something that has been
documented in other studies, particularly in studies assessing the impacts of companion animal death
on human wellbeing. Scholars should take inventory of how individuals in heavy HVHHF areas are
negotiating these relationships and if the impacts on animals are having negative impacts on human
mental health.

Finally, human relationships with animals may alter how people respond to HVHHF risks (see,
e.g., Whitley 2017). There is some work that has also highlighted this claim, but has not evaluated
this question extensively (see, e.g., McHenry 2017; Olive and Valentine 2018). More should be done to
assess how our relationships with animals inform our understanding of, and response to, HVHHF
risks. Identity and value structures are known to play a role in how people think about various
environmental issues (see, e.g., Dietz and Whitley 2018b) and may also be important in how people
think about the intersection of energy development, humans and animals. More attention should also
be placed on looking at how racially diverse communities consider these issues in order to challenge
the assumption that communities of color do not care about environmental issues or animals (see, e.g.,
Dietz and Whitley 2018a). Further, research shows that framing HVHHF in terms of impacts on animals
may be powerful in generating greater concern (see, e.g., Whitley 2017). There is a wealth of studies
that document the importance of how environmental issues are framed and how animal framing,
such as the iconic polar bear for climate change, can drive public perception (Whitley and Kalof 2014;
Kalof et al. 2017). Ultimately, this analysis suggests that there is much work to be done to centralize
animals and human–animal relationships as essential in assessing the impacts of HVHHF and that
this work should be done by social scientists from an environmental justice perspective, supporting
Schlosberg (2013) assertion that we need more discussions of animals as victims in environmental
justice narratives.

There are limitations to this study. The focus on peer-reviewed published articles could be
considered a limitation. There are several non-peer-reviewed sources that address the impacts of
HVHHF on animals (DeDonder et al. 2015; Hill 2013; National Parks Conservation Association 2013).
Further, there may be additional social and natural science HVHHF articles that discuss animals, but
that were not considered as contributing to the dominant discussion because they did not cite the
Bamberger and Oswald (2012) article and could not be found when searching for animal key terms.
Finally, because of the historical exclusion of the natural environment and animals from social science
literature, there may be social science scholars working in this area that have yet to publish their work.
If this is the case, broad searches of all materials including conference papers, dissertations, etc., should
reveal additional sources that would not have been considered for this analysis but could be evaluated
in the future.
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Abstract: Geologists and ecologists report that Earth is undergoing its sixth massive extinction event,
an occasion that calls for radical revision of conservation ethics. The biologist Edward O. Wilson
has proposed that conservation projects in the Anthropocene should be grounded in biophilia, an
evolved, relational (or biocentric) mode of perception that activates aesthetic and affective responses
to non-human life alongside cognitive understanding. Because biophilia includes non-rational modes
of perception, the nurturing of biophilic conservation ethics cannot fall to ecology alone; imaginative
literature, for example, can prompt readers to imagine and work to realize more environmentally
friendly roles for humans and, further, can assist in cultivating a conservation ethic suited to current
ecological conditions. In particular, coming-of-age novels about friendships between people and pigs
offer an alternative to the industrial “pork story” that seeks to gain narrative control of relational
norms between people and pigs, at the expense of biodiversity and ecological health. Three such
novels published in 2017 depict human–pig friendships, a relational model created by pigs’ shift
in status from food to companion animals. In presenting this realignment, the stories facilitate
development of a biophilic conservation ethic.

Keywords: biocentrism; biophilia; conservation ethics; friendship; human–animal relationships;
narrative ethics; pig; relational ethics; young adult literature

1. Biophilia Opens a Relational Approach to Conservation Ethics

Well before the term “Anthropocene” entered public usage, scientists were already describing
the end of the 20th century in geological terms, as an era witnessing Earth’s sixth massive wave of
extinction (See Leakey and Lewin 1995; Kolbert 2014). They report that an event like this has not
registered in the geological record since the dinosaurs closed down the cretaceous period, 65 million
years ago. The biologist Edward O. Wilson offers the name “Eremocene,” the age of loneliness, as an
alternative label that calls attention not to humans but to other forms of life that are rapidly becoming
lost to the world. Such reports rarely penetrate human awareness very deeply, given that we experience
our lifetimes in months, years, and decades rather than geological eras, and that the human species
itself apparently is not facing imminent extinction. Still, ecologists tell us we should be worried about
the fates of our fellow species, because our lives are tied up in theirs—because any one species’ chances
of survival are enhanced by the biodiversity of its environment, while its likelihood of extinction rises
as fewer species share the work of shoring up the system against ecological collapse.

Like many other biologists and environmentalists1, Wilson has argued that we need to take a long
view of ourselves as participants, along with all other species, in a global web of life in order to establish

1 Many environmental scientists and philosophers throughout the world share Wilson’s premise that human action to preserve
the non-human environment requires a departure from anthropocentric ethics and an engagement of multiple human
perceptive modes. A listing of but a few of these thinkers and writers includes the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess, who
coined the term and developed the concept of “deep ecology,” the US science writer, Rachel Carson, whose Silent Spring
(1962) brought public awareness to the environmental impacts of human activity, the Australian philosopher Val Plumwood,
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a conservation ethic that is scientifically grounded and more fully engaged with non-human nature
than science alone permits. Wilson envisions a coming together of biology and bioethics to produce
“moral reasoning of a new and more powerful kind” (Biophilia, p. 138), a multi-modal, relational way of
knowing that he calls “biophilia.” Literally, the term translates as “love for life,” but Wilson means it
much more broadly. For him, biophilia describes an orientation to the natural world that engages not
just the sensory and rational intelligence of the scientist, but also the aesthetic and affective powers of
human mind that cause us sapiens to care about what we know of life beyond ourselves.

Biophilic perception, Wilson has hypothesized, arises from an innate sense of human “affiliation”
with other forms of life (Wilson 2002; Wilson 1984, p. 1). This relational way of knowing finds its
biological explanation in the Darwinian premise of the phylogenetic continuity of all life on Earth.
As a biologist, Wilson assumes a human kinship with other living things that is traceable in our
common genetic ancestry. To the extent that we regard our own species as the crown of creation and
the mind or soul of the planet, we are disinclined to acknowledge nonhuman kin, but Wilson rejects
this anthropocentric worldview. In its place, he proposes a conservation ethic in which interspecies
kinship neither shames nor diminishes humanity, but instead, elevates nonhuman life to family status.
Such a move, Wilson believes, is necessary to dissuade us from treating other species as though they
are disposable. At the heart of Wilson’s biophilic conservation ethic is a human willingness to share
Earth’s finite natural resources with other species, and in performing this willingness, he recommends
a property-sharing contract that dedicates half the Earth’s surface to the support of nonhuman life
(Wilson 2016).

Wilson worried in 1984 that bioethics was lagging behind biological understanding of human
continuity with the rest of life. As a discipline, bioethics has been primarily concerned with
human-centered questions about the interface of human life and technology—about the allocation of
organs for transplantation, for example, or about the manipulation of human genetics and reproduction,
or about the technological capacity to extend or terminate human life. Alongside these anthropocentric
concerns, Wilson noted, bioethicists at the end of the century had “only begun to consider the
relationships between human beings and [other] organisms with the same rigor” (Biophilia, p. 119).
Biophilia is his response to this imbalance, a biocentric morality that arises from feelings about, as well
as knowledge of, our connectedness to other-than-human life.

Wilson has argued that science education shares with other academic branches a moral educational
mission to promote care as well as knowledge of the natural world. Science, he maintains, should
help humanity compose an ethical response to the ongoing loss of biodiversity around us, and this
response should be informed by instincts and feelings excluded by the calculational reasoning and
empirical focus of science. Many ecologically-minded science education programs throughout the
world do seek to foster feelings of care that translate into action on behalf of nonhuman life. Jane
Goodall’s internationally recognized “Roots and Shoots” program is a prominent case in point, and in
the U.S., science education with an emphasis on relational knowing has assumed the battle cry, “No
Child Left Inside.” A program directly influenced by Wilson’s biophilia hypothesis is Richard Louv’s
(2005) Children and Nature Network, popularized through the best-selling Last Child in the Woods and
The Nature Principle (Louv 2011). As in comparable science education programs, the methodology
of Louv’s “New Nature Movement,” is immersion in the natural world to counteract “nature deficit
disorder” and to re-establish the aesthetic and affective bonds with nature that have evolved within
the human psyche.

whose Environmental Culture (2002) lays out the framework for “ecological rationality,” and the US environmentalist Frances
Moore Lappe, whose EcoMind (2011) similarly prescribes an internal transformation in order to bring humans into greater
harmony with the rest of the natural world.
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A shortcoming of immersion programs like Goodall’s and Louv’s, however, is that their
implementation is largely confined to children’s education.2 Although Louv argues in The Nature
Principle that adults as well as children suffer from nature deficit disorder, most advanced levels of
science education continue to focus exclusively on scientific method, empirical knowledge, and the
use of observational enhancement technology. Advanced science education continues to separate the
biological science of ecology from the relational experience of nature, reinforcing a conceptual divide
between natural science and naturalism. In such a system, the notion of human kinship with other
organisms appears sentimental and non-scientific, discouraging the revolution in moral reasoning that
Wilson and others have insisted we need.

Cultivating a sense of kinship with nonhuman life, then, especially as children age into adulthood,
becomes a moral education responsibility that science alone is not equipped to uphold. A scientific
view of more-than-human nature exercises and sharpens human observational powers, but it does
little to cultivate, and is often hostile to, narrative engagement. By “narrative engagement” I mean a
relational engagement that entails caring about characters to whom things happen.

Many nonfiction accounts of interspecies relationships perform the narrative function of cultivating
care for and about the nonhuman world. Ethologists in the narrative footsteps of Konrad Lorenz, for
instance, have introduced anecdotes about nonhuman individuals to the observational repertoire of
science, as have field primatologists, whose narrative styles were pioneered by Kinzi Imanishi in Japan
and by Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey, and Birute Galdikas in Europe and the U.S. The interspecies narrative
focus of the present study, however, is imaginative literature—fictional stories about relationships
between human and nonhuman characters. In particular, I focus on the fictional type known as the
coming-of-age story—what the German language has famously named der Bildungsroman—the story of
a young person’s moral crossing from childhood into maturity. This kind of story holds considerable
appeal for listeners and readers who are themselves undertaking or preparing to undertake such a
crossing, and it has historically served as a powerful medium of moral education. The present study
examines an intersection of the coming-of-age story with another narrative form of moral instruction,
what the moral philosopher Margaret Urban Walker (2007) calls “narratives of relationship.” Walker’s
primary concern is human-to-human relational morality, but this study applies her moral analysis to
a particular type of interspecies narrative of relationship: Stories about friendships between people
and pigs.

In scrutinizing this very particular genre—coming-of-age stories about human–pig friendships—as
a text of moral education, I trace a development in a relational worldview that supports a biophilic
conservation ethic. These stories perform this support by recategorizing a quintessential food animal
as a companion animal. In Biophilia, Wilson observes the human tendency to “favor certain animals
because they fill the superficial role of surrogate kin,” noting that dogs are especially apt to be chosen
for this position because they share “humanlike rituals of greeting and subservience” that have earned
them a reputation as man’s best friend (p. 126). On the surface, pigs are improbable candidates for
friendship with humans, given their long history as a domesticated food source. Today, however, as the
massive scale of pork production around the world steadily hastens a global loss of biodiversity and
threatens public health, ethical reassessment of our human relationships to pigs has become an urgent
matter. In imagining pigs as friends instead of food, coming-of-age novels function beyond mere
entertainment, as moral instruction that advances a biocentric ethic by challenging the human-centered
morality of pig domestication and pork consumption.

My own geographical and cultural perspective comes from the U.S. heartland, specifically my
home state of Iowa, where I came of age on a farm in a vast agricultural expanse punctuated by
once-thriving small towns. From the 1950s through the 1970s, when I was growing up, pigs were

2 Other examples of immersive biology education for children include Joseph Cornell’s Sharing Nature Foundation, presented
in Cornell’s many books, including Sharing Nature with Children (1979) and Sharing Nature with Children II (1989), and Gary
Paul Nabhan and Stephen Trimble’s The Geography of Childhood: Why Children Need Wild Places (1994).
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part of the landscape. We kept ours in a lot, a pasture, a barn, and a hog house to the east and south
of our own house. Today, although the number of pigs alive in Iowa has topped 23.7 million, and
Iowa is by far the lead contributor to the new record, 73.5 million pigs living in the U.S. at any given
moment (Associated Press 2018), you can drive across the state on country roads and never see a pig.
Nearly all of Iowa’s pigs are confined in concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), and the
process of breeding, feeding, and slaughtering pigs and packing and shipping pork is one of the few
mainstays of our state’s economy. Iowa has an especially large and concentrated pig population, but
comparable conditions prevail in many spots across the globe. China tops the list of countries by
national herd size, followed by the European Union, the United States, Brazil, and Russia (Global
Mega Producer). The living conditions of the vast majority of domesticated pigs around the world are
remarkably similar, as industrialization has imposed on pig farming the standardizing imperatives of
mass production. Despite the geographical and cultural limitations of my own personal and academic
standpoint, then, the problems that concern me in this article are global. In my very precise selection
of narrative types to study, I necessarily overlook differences in human valuations of pigs across
cultures, and changes in these valuations over time. For Jewish and Muslim cultures, for instance, pigs
have never occupied the category of food animals, being classified instead as unclean beings that are
both inedible and unfit for human companionship. In these cultures, pigs have been categorized as
something akin to vermin. This despised status resonates with pigs’ position in the Western culture
that has produced the novels analyzed here. As nouns in the English language, “pig” and “hog” (along
with “swine”) are derogatory terms that describe people as greedy, fat, slovenly, and brutish, while as
verbs they denote selfish, sloppy, and excessive consumption. These extremely negative associations
coupled with the fast-growing, global spread of industrial hog farming conditions that keep pigs out
of sight and out of mind spotlight the radical transformation of pig–people relationships advanced
by the farmed animal sanctuary movement in the US and elsewhere and by the US coming-of-age
narratives of relationship examined in this article. Mizelle’s (2011) Pig gives a more comprehensive
account of humanity’s often conflicted relationships with pigs across cultures and over time. Prized
for their meat and hides, favored for their ease of upkeep, despised for their ugly appearance and
destructive habits, and sometimes cherished for their intelligence and personable dispositions, pigs
resist easy or universal classification by humans. For this reason, they present a significant challenge
to the necessary task of realigning human relationships with the rest of nature in the present age of
environmental crisis.

2. Coming of Age as a Relational Process

A Bildungsroman tells of moral development through life experiences that transport a character
from childhood to maturity. In many coming-of-age stories, these transformative learning experiences
are relationships that a central character must choose to continue or terminate. Tragic romances like the
tale of young King Arthur, for example, present growing up as a process of severing ties, resulting in
the loneliness of lost relationships. A picaresque, like Tom Jones (1749), presents the path to adulthood
as a story about making and breaking relationships with ill-chosen (but fun) companions. Romantic
comedy likewise depicts coming-of-age as a process of learning to distinguish right from wrong
relationships on a path to perfect partnership. Across all these genres, the coming-of-age story assumes
an overarching narrative form that the moral philosopher Margaret Urban Walker (2007) refers to
as a “narrative of relationship”—a biography of them or an autobiography of us. Walker maintains
that narratives of relationship are one of the fundamental building blocks of moral understanding.
Examining self-development in social relationships with others, she explains, illuminates “the acquired
content and developed expectations” of relational identity and “the type of trust” in which relationships
are rooted. Thus, probing the essential links between self and other, narratives of relationship prompt
storytellers and listeners alike to ponder a relationship’s “possibilities for . . . continuation,” (p. 117)
including, of course, its possibilities for discontinuation.
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Many relational coming-of-age narratives spotlight young protagonists’ fraught relationships with
authority figures, who range from older siblings and parents to teachers, clerics, and representatives of
the law. Others examine the peer relationships that mediate a young person’s moral development,
as in John Knowles’ A Separate Peace (1959), a young-adult friendship story of betrayal and regret.
A special subset of the coming-of-age friendship story features young people in relationships with
non-human animals.

Interspecies relationship stories are common in children’s literature, which freely fashions human
friendship with a wide variety of species, including toy animals, as in A.A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh or
Margaret Williams’ The Velveteen Rabbit (1922). By contrast, stories for young-adult readers tend to
tighten the range of nonhuman friends to popular companion animals, the foremost being dogs and
horses. Notable examples are Enid Bagnold’s National Velvet (1935), John Steinbeck’s The Red Pony
(1937), Eric Knight’s Lassie Come Home (1940), Mary O’Hara’s My Friend Flicka (1941), Fred Gibson’s
Old Yeller (1957), and William Armstrong’s Sounder (1969). Some exceptions to this rule extend the
bond of interspecies friendship to non-domesticated species; Marjorie Rawlings’ The Yearling (1938),
for instance, tells of a boy’s friendship with a deer, and Sterling North’s Rascal (1963) is about a boy
and a raccoon. A different type of exception, and the focus of my study, features friendships between
young people and livestock animals, and in particular, pigs.

A species commonly derided for gluttony and filth, pigs are surprisingly popular friends in stories
for children and maintain a vigorous presence in young adult stories as well. White’s Charlotte’s Web
(White 1952) exemplifies the distinctive feature of children’s stories of this type: The pigs miraculously
escape a tragic ending as edible livestock. One of the central characters, a pig named Wilbur, first
appears as the infant ward of an 8-year-old human rescuer, Fern. As the plot unfolds, Wilbur’s fate
migrates from dependence on Fern to friendship with Charlotte the spider, who engineers the miracle
of Wilbur’s permanent escape from the livestock category. Wilbur’s story further illustrates a popular
feature of friendship stories about pigs, their beginning in a pink-and-white infancy that calls to mind
Caucasian human babies. This is the impression Wilbur, in Charlotte’s Web, initially makes on Fern
when she opens the box and sees him for the first time: “There inside, looking up at her, was the
newborn pig. It was a white one. The morning sun shone through its ears, turning them pink” (p. 4).
From this moment, Fern adopts Wilbur as her baby and mothers him until he is too big to live in the
family’s house or yard, at which point she sells him (as a commodity) to her neighboring uncle.

Porcine biographies such as Sy Montgomery’s The Good, Good Pig (Montgomery 2016), Jenkins’
and Walter’s Esther the Wonder Pig (Jenkins and Walter 2016) and Matt Whyman’s The Unexpected
Genius of Pigs (Whyman 2018) demonstrate that in real life, pigs’ social intelligence and trainability can
lead to their prolonged friendship stories with humans, and these traits no doubt further contribute
to pigs’ popularity in fiction. With a flexible repertoire of social behaviors broadly overlapping
those of established companion animals such as dogs, pigs can in fact actively solicit and engage
human attention and build interspecies companionship. Pigs’ reputation for intelligence and affability,
coupled with their despised status among domesticated animals, further explains their popularity in
coming-of-age stories, as their position surely resonates with the miseries of adolescent alienation.

In real life, pigs stand out among livestock animals as creatures domesticated exclusively for
slaughter. Sheep, goats, and llamas provide wool; sheep, goats, cows, and camels provide dairy; fowl
produce eggs and down; horses, oxen, camels, and llamas are workers, but pigs are simply pork
and leather. Most stories of relationships between people and pigs, therefore, unfold as tragedies of
sacrifice and betrayal, a storyline that tests an interspecies morality framing domestication as “animal
consent.”3 Budiansky (1992), an early proponent of this perspective, defines human–livestock animal
relationships as the outcome of an ancient “covenant of the wild,” by which, he explains, livestock
species long ago made an “evolutionary choice” to affiliate with humans. According to Budiansky,

3 For a discussion of “the myth of animal consent,” see Foer (2009), pp. 99–101.
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accepting the biological trade-off between the captivity and slaughter of individuals on the one hand,
and the long-term survival and proliferation of the species on the other, livestock animals have in
effect agreed to co-author the tragedy of their friendship story with humans. Honoring our side of
this bargain, Budiansky argues, means accepting a relational morality such as Walker proposes—one
grounded in a trust that one another’s expectations will contribute to the terms of a relational identity.
In Budiansky’s words, “just as sheep may ‘expect’ to be killed . . . , they also impose moral demands on
us because they . . . ‘expect’ to be better off than in the wild” (p. 167).

In the case of pigs and people, an ethics of animal consent requires that people consider the
expectations of pigs in their domesticated captivity, the very subject examined in a recent spate of
coming-of-age novels about friendships between young adults and pigs. All published in 2017, Jodi
Kendall’s The Unlikely Story of a Pig in the City, Paul Griffin’s Saving Marty, and Corabel Shofner’s
Almost Paradise invite young adult readers to imagine individual pigs’ expectations of their captive
relationships with humans. The coming-of-age storyline shared by all three novels features a young
person faced with decisions about how to continue or terminate a friendship with a pig. All three
prompt imaginative speculation: What if pig slaughter were not an inevitability? What alternatives
to tragedy might describe pigs’ and people’s relationship narratives? In response to these questions,
all three stories reclassify pigs from food to companion animals, proposing a categorical shift that
challenges the ethical norm of porcine consent to captivity and slaughter.4

Individual humans shifting individual animals from their “natural” destiny as human food to a
radically different destiny as human companions neither stops nor perceptibly slows the growth of
industrial pig farming and its massive environmental impact on the biosphere. But marketing data
reveal that stories about pigs do affect the food choices of young consumers. Consumption of pork
at fast food restaurants fell temporarily but significantly in the wake of movie releases of Charlotte’s
Web and Babe (O’Connor 1995; Nobis 2009), for instance. Therefore, I surmise that the stories about
pigs that I study here may also somehow matter as a cultural force that nurtures an expression of
biophilia, an attitude of caring about non-human beings in a new, more expansive way. Imagining
pigs not as commodities but as participants in the pages and chapters of human biography, I contend,
is a psychological exercise that cultivates biophilic ethics.

3. Coming to Terms with Slaughter

Pig-centered friendship stories for very young children generally avoid mentioning the terms of
pigs’ real-world domestication, while stories for older children tend to acknowledge the sad destiny
of pigs, but only until fantasy intervenes to alter this fate and produce a happy ending. For young
adults, however, the traditional pig–human friendship narrative equates adulthood with accepting
the inevitability of pig slaughter. The Born-again Carnivore, a guide for small-scale farmers committed
to humane meat production, endorses this tragic version of moral maturity when it warns against
befriending pigs or regarding them as anything but food. “It’s best not to give the animals names other
than Freezer or Pork Chop,” authors Sue Mellis and Barbara Davidson advise (Mellis and Davidson
1990, pp. 33–34). In the classic U.S. pig–human tragedy for young adults, Peck’s (1972) A Day No Pigs
Would Die, an autobiographical narrator fails to heed such advice but eventually crosses into adulthood
when, for the sake of his family, he helps his father, a butcher, slaughter his beloved pig, Pinky.

The 2017 novels replace this tragic plotline with a story of lasting trust, if not continued association,
between pigs and their young human friends. Collectively, they work to enlarge and diversify an
anthropocentric worldview in which pig slaughter is unquestionably warranted by human carnism.
By drawing attention to domesticated pigs’ expectations of their human keepers, the stories assert an
interspecies ethical perspective at a moment when the multi-billion-dollar pork-production industry is

4 On categorization of nonhuman animals, see Herzog’s (2010) Some We Love, Some We Hate, and Some We Eat and Joy’s (2010)
Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs and Wear Cows.
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intent on controlling the narrative of pig–people relationships with what it calls “the pork story” or “the
industry story.”5 In this story, pigs’ welfare expectations are explicitly defined as the living conditions
that enable their swift and uncomplicated progress from infancy to death. Pork producers uphold the
human side of the domestication covenant with pigs by providing these conditions, measuring their
success against standards that quantifying pig-life as litter size, survival rate, time-to-market weight
gain, and feed-to-meat ratios. In the industry’s pork story, good care for pigs translates into human
profit, while poor care leads to human loss. As a 2017 article in the U.S. labor and trade publication,
National Hog Farmer asserts,

[P]ig farming is all about selling pork. It is not about selling individual animals but raising
delicious pork for the global table, and that all starts with the sow. The production and
efficiency of the sow is quintessential to the success of the swine business. She has one
job—to deliver the best pigs that perform well.

In response to animal welfare advocates’ claims that pigs confined in CAFOs are worse off than
they would be in the wild, the industry defends its production practices as “science-based” and
justifiable by economic logic. As the Iowa Pork Producers Association declares on its website, modern
production methods are “good for consumers, good for pigs,” and “just good business.”6

To support this anthropocentric interpretation of the covenant, pork industry marketing
professionals use narrative strategically, often encouraging and coaching farmers on how to spread
“the real story” of pigs and the people who know them best.7 In the U.S., Pork Checkoff, a National
Pork Producers Council product-promotion fund, advises farmers to use blogs, social media sites, and
other outlets to broadcast “real pig-farming stories” premised on the human appetite for pork and
depicting farmers as first responders to human need. Pork producers learn from marketing experts
to promote and capitalize on food trends like “bacon-mania” in the U.S. and Canada and the entry
of pork belly, lard, and chicharron into haute cuisine restaurants around the world. In the U.S. and
perhaps elsewhere, the industry is particularly intent on spreading this message to an impressionable
young-adult audience whose dietary choices may still be in flux. In a column advising hog farmers
to think of their business as “feeding the masses,” industry spokesman Kevin Schulz pondered the
optimal age for planting the pork story in the minds of potential customers: “Some say junior high
is when children are making their own decisions about what they are going to eat . . . Still others
say college students are a prime target due to all sorts of dietary messages being thrown their way”
(“Feeding the Masses”).

Emphasizing economic and dietary considerations in its pitch to young adults, the pork story
circumvents questions about the relational expectations of livestock that are central to animal consent
ethics. One way the industry dismisses concerns about pigs’ expectations is by characterizing animal
welfare advocates as outsiders who do not know “the real story” of pork production. It performs
this move as the conditions of present-day pig farming actively discourage public attention to pigs’
expectations by keeping pigs contained in CAFO buildings and slaughter houses to which public entry
is prohibited by biosecurity regulations and “ag gag” laws that define efforts to expose the conditions

5 A good example of this discourse can be found in the National Pork Board’s (2014) 2015–2020 Strategic Plan: People, Pigs
and Planet (2014). www.pork.org. The plan outlines an approach to the task of “telling the pork industry’s story” and
characterizes pork production as the activity of an industry that “has the best interests of consumers and pigs at heart.”

6 An example of how the pork industry calculates pig welfare is the research report by Cyril Roy, et al., “Determining
Optimum Stocking Density in Nursing Pigs” in National Hog Farmer, 22 January 2018. The report acknowledges that “optimal
space allowance increases productivity by maximizing feed intake and average daily gains of animals. However, optimum
economic performance is influenced by high growth rates as well as by increasing the number of pigs per pen and overall
barn throughput.”

7 See, for example, Kevin Schulz, “Food for Thought: Telling Pork’s Story” National Hog Farmer, 24 October 2017; Hora, Greg,
“Sharing Our Responsible Pork Production Story on the 2018 Heartland Tour,” Pork Checkoff Blog https://www.pork.org/blog/
shaing-responsible-pork-production-story-2018-heartland-tour/; Cheryl Day, “What is Your Excuse for not Telling Your
Real Pig Farming Story?” National Hog Farmer, 17 October 2017
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of pigs’ living and dying as a form of domestic terrorism. Only occasionally do natural disasters such
as tornados and floods abruptly reveal the conditions of pigs’ present-day domestication to the general
public and suggest the magnitude of this industrial enterprise by calling attention to pigs whose lives
were contained within the pork production system. The recent young-adult pig–human friendship
stories resist this erasure of pigs’ expectations by substituting a narrative, relational morality in place
of the contractual framework of pigs’ domestication. These interspecies Bildungsromane thus open
onto the larger questions Wilson has posed about the relational terms of humans’ connection with and
disconnection from other forms of life on planet Earth.

4. Fantasy Friendship Stories about Pigs for Children

“The Three Little Pigs” typifies pig stories for young children in overlooking any and all questions
about the pigs’ fate as domesticated animals. No version of the tale that I can recall speculates on
how the pigs might taste, because a wild predator—the big, bad wolf—obscures any threat to the pigs
from human predation. In fact, the pigs in the story stand in for humans as sapiens, thinkers whose
superior wit enables them to dispatch the wolf. The especially clever and generous third little pig in
particular turns the balance of predator and prey against the wolf, engineering a story ending in which
the wolf tumbles through the chimney and into a cauldron to be cooked, presumably so the little pigs
can eat him.

In the early 20th century, a popular pig character who remained similarly free from concerns
about human dietary choices was Freddy from Brooks’ Freddy the Pig (Brooks 1927–1958) series of
26 adventure novels and a book of poetry (Hochschild 1994). Unlike the three little pigs, Freddy does
interact with humans, but his relationships with them rarely exceed acquaintanceship. Most people
in Freddy’s adventure stories are mildly comic characters on the outer orbit of his friendship circle.
Often, they earn laughs by expressing vague surprise but no disbelief at discovering that a pig can
talk and perform other “human” activities. As a character, Freddy is something of a clown; lazy and
comfort-loving, he is a supremely affable companion to the other barnyard animals, who are his closest
friends. But like the pigs who outsmart the wolf, Freddy distinguishes himself with a shrewd intellect
that enables him to plan, orchestrate, and successfully carry out his schemes, even when they transport
him and his barnyard companions into human venues such as airplanes and detective agencies. Unlike
George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945), which presents a dark picture of porcine intelligence, children’s
stories generally represent pigs as good-natured tricksters who use their minds to maximize their own
pleasure and comfort without depriving or threatening others.

A 21st-century children’s book series about a pig, Mercy Watson (DiCamillo 2005–2009), plants the
pig character, Mercy, in the center of a human family. Her human “parents,” Mr. and Mrs. Watson,
dote on her and refer to her as “the porcine wonder.” Like a human child she eats at their table, rides in
their car, and even sleeps in their bed, and like Freddy, she is pleasure-seeking and comfort-loving;
the prime motivation in her life is her insatiable taste for buttered toast. Mercy resembles Freddy in
pursuing adventures and accomplishing heroic feats—though often her achievements are inadvertent
and performed in a comically bumbling fashion. While her human parents infantilize Mercy as a
darling or a pet, other human characters recognize her as friendship material. The Watsons’ neighbors,
two elderly sisters named Eugenia and Baby Lincoln, are human onlookers who often get involved
in Mercy’s exploits. Eugenia, the rigid and overbearing elder sister, disapproves of pigs in general
and Mercy in particular, but Baby secretly holds that “Mercy is good company” (Mercy Watson to the
Rescue, p. 27), as she often finds herself unexpectedly accompanying Mercy on adventures that Eugenia
would never permit. Firmly established as a pseudo-human companion and family member, Mercy is
insulated from the individual sacrifices required of pigs by the domestication covenant.

The pig novels of the popular 20th-century British children’s writer, Dick King-Smith, target
slightly older readers than Mercy Watson’s. The stories resemble Charlotte’s Web and Freddy the Pig
in their farmyard settings and domesticated animal communities, where pigs’ social ties to fellow
nonhuman animals, initially at least, take priority over their relationships with humans. King-Smith’s
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stories further resemble Charlotte’s Web in raising the specter of livestock slaughter but dispelling
it through fantasy. In Wilbur’s case, Charlotte the spider miraculously intervenes in Wilbur’s fate,
persuading the humans who control his destiny that Wilbur has been divinely chosen for public
adoration instead of consumption. Through Charlotte’s machinations, Wilbur shifts his relational
position with humans from livestock animal to permanent pensioner or pet in the Zuckerman’s
barnyard. In King-Smith’s novels, by contrast, pigs are the engineers of their own categorical migration
from livestock to companion animals.

The best-known of King-Smith’s stories, Babe, the Gallant Pig (King-Smith 1983) became a popular
film for children in 1995. Babe’s story begins when Farmer Hoggett wins him as a tiny piglet in a
contest at the fair. When Hoggett brings Babe home to the barn, the sheep dog, Fly, explains to her
puppies that “the boss” will eventually eat the pig. This prompts a canine family discussion that
reduces the differences between livestock and companion animals to distinctions between “stupid”
and “clever” animals. When one of Fly’s puppies asks anxiously if the boss will eat them when they
grow up, his mother reassures her children, “People only eat stupid animals. Like sheep and cows and
ducks and chickens. They don’t eat clever ones like dogs” (p. 17). Babe, like other pig protagonists in
King-Smith’s novels, proves that pigs are at least as clever as dogs, implying that their intelligence
entitles pigs to companion-animal rights and privileges. Babe successfully manages this shift in status
by learning sheepherding skills from his foster mother Fly and from the sheep themselves. By the
end of the novel, Babe is ultra-domesticated; the sheep trust him because he has polite manners, and
Farmer Hoggett has “complete confidence” in his skills as a sheep-pig (p. 113).

Babe’s public triumph at the sheepherding contest, like Wilbur’s rescue by Charlotte, is a “miracle”
(p. 113) to the human crowds who witness it, but to Farmer Hoggett, Babe’s performance merely
reaffirms the terms of companionable trust between human and nonhuman work partners. In the
closing scene, Hoggett bends to scratch Babe between his ears, at which point “he uttered those words
that every handler always says to his working companion when the job is finally done. Perhaps no one
else heard the words, but if they did, there was no doubting the truth of them. ‘That’ll do,’ said Farmer
Hoggett to his sheep-pig. ‘That’ll do’” (pp. 117–18).

In Pigs Might Fly (King-Smith 1980), published three years before Babe, King-Smith tells the story
of Daggie Dogfoot, a plucky runt of the litter who manages, through his own wiles and pig-headed
determination, to permanently escape classification as livestock. His story, like Babe’s, unfolds in a
barnyard setting; Daggie’s mother and her friends refer to the farmer as “Pigman,” while the ducks all
know him as “Duckman,” each species believing that the farmer exists solely to tend to the needs of
their own kind. The sows do not question the culling of runts, referring obscurely to those unfortunate
offspring as “taken away.” Their understanding of weaning is similarly vague and complacent, as they
talk of their piglets’ ritual “crossing the yard.” After this termination of their maternal relationship with
their piglets, the sows look forward to relaxing in the special meadow they call “Resthaven” where
they can recover from the rigors of motherhood before their next breeding session with the boar, who
is known in the barnyard as the Squire.

Initially “taken away” but miraculously escaping and returning to his mother, Daggie gains a
reputation among the farm workers as an escape artist who is not worth the trouble to catch and
kill. Small and deformed, he stays with his mother in Resthaven, where he makes friends with ducks
who teach him how to swim. Because his deformed feet make him a powerful swimmer, Daggie
is eventually able to save Pigman from being washed away in a flash flood. Through this heroic
deed, Daggie, like Wilbur and Babe, miraculously escapes the inevitable fate of livestock animals.
After rescuing Pigman and summoning help, Daggie, who has been swept downstream, rides back to
the farm suspended on a rope from a helicopter, affirming the title’s incredible assertion that “pigs
might fly” as well as swim. When Daggie returns to the farm, Pigman is reduced to tears of gratitude,
and the final scene shows Daggie swimming happily in the pond at Resthaven while crows look down
in admiration, acknowledging Daggie’s successful transcendence of categorical limits through “the
miraculous skills of the amazing swimming pig” (p. 158).
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King-Smith’s third pig novel, Ace: The Very Important Pig (King-Smith 1990), introduces Ace as a
food animal. Farmer Tubbs, when he first encounters Ace, contemplates the newborn piglet’s destiny
as meat for humans: “you will never be full grown . . . I shall sell you and your brothers and sisters
when you’m eight weeks old, and a few months after that, you’ll all be pork” (p. 6). Shortly thereafter,
however, Farmer Tubbs begins to realize that Ace understands the speech of humans, and he will
eventually discover that Ace also understands and converses with all the other animals on the farm.
At first, Farmer Tubbs cannot decide if he is going crazy or witnessing a miracle, but eventually, like
Hoggett, he grows confident that Ace understands every word he says, and he begins to accord Ace
the privileges of a companion animal. Gradually, Ace wins the trust of Farmer Tubbs’ cat and dog, and
through these friendships with favored companion animals he gains access to the house, where the
three animals like to gather on the sofa in the afternoon to watch their favorite television shows. Like
the humans in Freddy the Pig, Farmer Tubbs is surprised but credulous when he discovers that Ace has
learned how to read the tv programming guide and can operate the television set. Tubbs begins to
invite Ace to accompany him on trips to town and even to drink with him in the local tavern.

By the end of the novel, Ace’s companion-animal performance has earned him regional and then
national fame; he accompanies Farmer Tubbs to London for a televised appearance that increases his
fame and draws prospective buyers to offer Tubbs large sums of money for his amazing pig. By this
time, however, Ace’s position as a companion animal is firmly fixed, and the farmer claims Ace as
a friend instead of a commodity. In the closing scene Tubbs muses to himself, “What good would
any amount of money be to you if you had to part with him? Why you wouldn’t have no one to
watch West Country Farming with. You wouldn’t have no one to keep you company in the old pickup.
You wouldn’t have no one to enjoy a drink with at the Bull” (pp. 133–34). Over the course of the novel,
Ace successfully engineers a permanent relational shift from food to friend, even coming to assume the
exclusive status of “best friend” to his human companion.

A final example of human–pig relationship stories for preadolescents is Briggs-Martin’s The Water
Gift and the Pig of the Pig (Briggs-Martin 2003), narrated by Isabel, the granddaughter of a retired
sea captain who keeps as a companion the last pig of the last litter of the pig who once sailed with
him around Cape Horn. Isabel describes the pig as doglike in her intelligence, and on that basis she,
like Farmer Tubbs, accords the pig exclusive best-friend status: “She is smart enough to count to
five. She follows me like a dog and sits in the front of the boat when Grandfather and I go fishing
for haddock. I would say the Pig of the Pig is my best friend. We have a secret handshake” (np).
But eventually the Pig of the Pig’s position as friend and companion is threatened when she disappears
and an evil neighbor, Ben Stinchfield, goes looking for her. “I knew Ben Stinchfield was thinking of
bacon and ham, pork chops and pigskin gloves” (np), Isabel worries, knowing that outside her family
circle, the Pig of the Pig defaults to livestock status. Determined to save her friend from this fate, the
narrator rouses her grandfather to action and learns from him the mysterious “water gift” of dousing
(finding underground water) with a forked stick. After the stick in Isabel’s hand points to where the
Pig of the Pig has fallen into a hole, Isabel and the pig reunite with their secret handshake and dance
together, the pig happily restored to the category of friend.

5. Coming of Age as a Carnivore

The Water Gift and the Pig of the Pig anticipates coming-of-age stories about human–pig relationships
in casting Isabel as a moral agent whose decisions and actions determine, at least in part, whether
and how the human–pig relationship will continue or end. Like Isabel’s story in which the Pig of
the Pig is nothing but pork to Ben Stinchfield, coming-of-age versions of the pig–human friendship
story explicitly acknowledge the relational limits imposed by pigs’ livestock classification, but they no
longer invoke fantasy to make this troubling reality miraculously disappear. As a result, the human
protagonists in these stories must confront the moral problem of determining whether and how to
continue or conclude the relational story that joins their lives with the lives of pigs. This problem
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wrenches them from an anthropocentric view of the world by forcing them to consider the demands of
other denizens of the more-than-human world.

In Peck’s A Day No Pigs Would Die (Peck 1972), the narrator named Robert Peck ends his friendship
with his pig Pinky by conceding her default status as livestock and performing his part in her slaughter.
For Robert, the grim reality of adulthood is that he has to kill the thing he loves. His despair as
he assists in Pinky’s slaughter is the tragic culmination of his coming-of-age experience; he gains
adulthood when he accepts that his friendship with Pinky is bound to an inexorable fate. Initially,
Robert describes the friendship as one of mutual fondness and delight in one another’s company:

I’d had her just ten weeks and already she was about my size. I lay on my back on the grass
so she could come up to me and I could see her face. It always looked to me like she was
smiling. In fact I know she was. Lots of things smile, like a flower to the sun. And one thing
sure, I knew that just like I could smile to see Pinky, she sure could smile to see me (p. 51).

For a while, Robert believes he will be able to continue his relationship with Pinky long into the
future, as he intends to make her a breeder sow, producing pork rather than becoming pork herself.
But when Pinky proves barren, this hope evaporates, and the relationship story proceeds inevitably
to Pinky’s slaughter and Robert’s complicity in the deed. When Pinky first appears to Robert on her
final day, she, like the Pig of the Pig, is doglike in her expression of affection, prompting Robert to
comment, “People say pigs don’t feel. And that they don’t wag their tails. All I know is that Pinky
sure knew who I was and her tail did too” (p. 136). Robert vainly seeks to rewrite the tragic ending of
his relationship story with Pinky, silently and apologetically addressing his desperate hopes to her as
he hugs her neck and breathes in the smell of her body: “ . . . try and understand. If there was any
other way. If only Papa had got a deer this fall. Or if I was old enough to earn money. If only . . . ”
(p. 136). But despite his reluctance, Robert complies when his father tells him, “It’s time” (p. 136).

After holding the stunned Pinky down in the snow so his father can slit her throat, Robert watches
Pinky bleed to death at his feet, then helps his father hook her jaws and haul her to a cauldron of
boiling water. Robert’s father makes it clear that accepting Pinky’s true identity as pork is the definitive
sign of Robert’s manhood. Robert describes how, after scraping Pinky’s hide and beginning to carve
her into meat, his father paused to acknowledge his coming of age:

At last he stopped, pushing me away from the pork and turning me around so as my back
was to it. He stood close by, facing me, and his whole body was wet with work. I couldn’t
help it. I started thinking about Pinky. My sweet big clean white Pinky who followed me all
over. She was the only thing I ever really owned. The only thing I could point to and say . . .
mine. But now there was no Pinky. Just a sopping wet lake of red slush. So I cried.

“Oh, Papa. My heart’s broke.”

“So is mine,” said Papa. “But I’m thankful you’re a man.”

I just broke down, and Papa let me cry it all out. I just sobbed and sobbed with my head up
toward the sky and my eyes closed, hoping God would hear it.

“That’s what being a man is all about, boy. It’s just doing what’s got to be done.”

(pp. 138–39)

A Day No Pigs Would Die has been widely censored in the U.S. as unsuitable for young adult
readers. Most charges that put it on several American Library Association’s (American Library
Association 1990–1999) most-banned-book lists in the 1980s and 1990s target the novel’s raw depiction
of farm life, often citing Robert’s intervention in the problematic birthing of a calf, a staged fight to the
death between a dog and a weasel, and a brutal and unsuccessful mating episode that leaves Pinky
bruised and bleeding. Objections that the breeding scene between Pinky and Samson the boar connotes
the human crime of rape were especially troubling to parents and educators, as some of the book’s
detractors feared the description of pig breeding was so explicit that young female readers, encouraged
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to consider Pinky’s feelings and empathize with her experience, might internalize and someday
re-experience the scene as a traumatizing flashback. Critics did not particularly object, however, to the
underlying ethics of pig slaughter that traumatize the narrator when he has to kill his friend. Pinky’s
slaughter, the novel suggests, is consistent with an ethical acceptance of humanity’s place in a naturally
occurring food chain of predator and prey. Reminders of this chain occur throughout the novel, when
Robert hears a rabbit’s death cry in the talons of a hawk, for instance, and when he shoots and dresses a
squirrel for his family to eat. Robert’s full and final acceptance of the covenant that legitimizes human
carnivory is his ticket to adult status in his family and community.

6. Friends Don’t Eat Friends

In his 2007 study of human relationships with nonhuman animals, Brutal: Manhood and the
Exploitation of Animals, Brian Luke has argued that a coming-of-age course of action such as Robert’s
is born of a concept of masculinity distorted by sexism. Certainly, the ethical framework of the
domestication covenant upholds a similarly masculinized ethic of exploitation, valorizing the
expectations of humans by presuming non-human “consent” as a justification for violence and
self-gratification. Indeed, it has long been noted that the scientific perspective participates in this
distorted worldview, positioning Nature as a feminized “other” to be conquered and forced to reveal
her secrets. This masculinized anthropocentric worldview trivializes and dismisses the affective and
aesthetic ways of knowing nonhuman nature that Wilson seeks to restore with a biophilic conservation
ethic. As numerous feminist critiques of science since the 1970s and 1980s have argued, the interests
and methodologies of science often replicate the patriarchal value of male dominance by policing the
boundaries between “science” and “not science,” and by validating masculine epistemic norms of
distance, objectivity, abstraction, and rationality, while excluding feminized ways of knowing such
as intuition and emotionality (Arditte 1980). When it comes to animals, the assumption of human
domination of nature justifies an instrumentalist approach that converts laboratory animals to pieces of
scientific apparatus and enforces objective distance between scientist and subject (Bowling and Brian
1985; Fee 1982; Fausto-Sterling 1981; Leiss [1972] 1994).

The 2017 updates on the coming-of-age narratives about young people’s friendship with pigs
reject the logic of domination and dismantle the ethical framework of animal consent and human
necessity that undergirds the plot of A Day No Pigs Would Die. All three novels resemble Charlotte’s
Web in featuring pigs who are rescued in their infancy from a pre-ordained, domesticated fate, and like
Wilbur and Pinkie, the pigs in these novels bear a likeness to human babies; when Josie first lays eyes
on Hamlet in The Unlikely Story of a Pig in the City, she describes the piglet as “all pink and squirmy
and perfect” (Kendall 2017, p. 1). But while Fern Arable is an eight-year-old child when she stays
her father’s ax-wielding hand to rescue Wilbur, the protagonists in Almost Paradise, Saving Marty, and
The Unlikely Story of a Pig in the City are troubled teenagers who must eventually assume the weight
of responsibility for the lives of fast-growing hogs. In the process, all of them come to depend on
their pigs for moral and emotional support, and in the context of this friendship they learn to consider
their pigs’ moral and emotional expectations. Fourteen-year-old Lorenzo in Saving Marty reflects that
learning to respond to his pig Marty’s expectations endows his life with purpose. Naming his pig after
his absent father, a decorated soldier whose suicide Lorenzo learns about and comes to accept as he is
caring for his pig, Lorenzo enters into a relationship that focuses his attention beyond himself and
his human family and friends. His relational identity makes his growing-up experience a process of
coming to recognize himself not just as a responsible member of the human family but as a participant
in a much vaster kinship network with other forms of life. When the pig, Marty, seemingly empathizing
with Lorenzo’s teen-aged confusion and sadness, rests his head on Lorenzo’s shoulder, Lorenzo has
trouble distinguishing himself from his friendship with Marty, and wonders, “if I could still be me
without him there every day” (Griffin 2017, p. 162). He credits this relationship with creating “a new
me, the one Marty made me into” and explains that he “needed” to learn how protecting and caring
for another could nurture the self (p. 162).
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Josie, of The Unlikely Story of a Pig in the City, (Shofner 2017) feels lost in her large and financially
insecure family, and she fears her recent growth spurt will exclude her from gymnastics, the single
arena where she feels she can make her mark. As Hamlet, the baby pig rescued by her older brother,
grows toward full-sized adulthood and the family’s economic problems worsen, Josie comes to realize
that the city is no home for a pig, however much comfort and emotional support she may provide.
Assisted by her closest friends, Josie accepts the responsibility of finding a “forever home” for Hamlet,
in the process developing self-confidence and learning to appreciate her family and neighbors. Thanks
to Josie and her friends, Hamlet, like Marty, is successfully rehomed in a safe and welcoming place.
While Marty moves to a farm sanctuary, Hamlet makes her new home on a small hobby farm, and
both pigs’ relocations are close enough to their former homes that their friendships with their people
can continue through frequent visits.

Like Lorenzo, Ruby Clyde in Almost Paradise is fatherless, and her irresponsible mother requires
more care from Ruby Clyde than she can provide in return. When the story begins, Ruby Clyde and
her mother are traveling in a camper, pursuing a get-rich scheme of her mother’s unscrupulous and
controlling boyfriend, known to Ruby Clyde as “the Catfish.” After the three travelers steal Bunny, a
young pig in a trained-animal circus in Hot Springs, Arkansas, the Catfish fumbles an armed robbery
attempt. When he and Ruby Clyde’s mother are arrested and taken into custody, Ruby Clyde and
Bunny escape the police by hiding in the bushes. Like Marty and Hamlet, Bunny begins to accompany
his human companion on walks, sleeps and snuggles with her in bed, and becomes a critical emotional
support system in her troubled life. As she works through her complicated family problems, Ruby
Clyde takes responsibility for finding Bunny a safe, comfortable, and permanent home with the kindly
owner of the truck stop the Catfish once attempted to rob. Unlike Lorenzo and Josie, Ruby Clyde does
not anticipate a continuing relationship with her pig at the end of the novel, but she feels secure in
knowing she has satisfied his expectations by providing a safe and happy home where he can live out
his natural life. She reports of their relational story’s ending, “And that is how I left my pig. Under the
big eye that had seen that whole part of my life, one that I would shortly leave behind. Bunny. Living
at the Red Eye Truck Stop, where he would spend the rest of his days lolling in the mud by Frank’s
door and winking at cowboys who stopped for gas or food. No Cadillac, no bacon. Life had worked
out for Circus God’s pig” (p. 267).

The transformation of tragedy to happily-ever-after endings occurs in all of these novels when
the young protagonists deliberately resist the overarching pork narrative of their time. In all three
novels, the pigs’ young caregivers are, like Isabel in The Water Gift and the Pig of the Pig, acutely aware
that the rest of the world regards their friends as food. In Saving Marty, Lorenzo’s mother defers to
the pork story when she first sees her son cradling the baby pig and asks, “You know that’s livestock,
right?” (p. 23). Later, when she sees the relationship developing further between Lorenzo and Marty,
she implicitly invokes this story again as a reminder of real-world conditions: “A pig for a friend?”
(p. 53). At the story’s outset, Lorenzo too accepts the pork story as the inevitable overarching narrative
of his relationship with Marty. From the beginning of this relationship, he anticipates its sad ending:
“Already I knew how bad it would hurt, the day he’d take that last walk up the ramp into Mom’s
truck for the auction” (pp. 16–17). Ruby Clyde in Almost Paradise similarly ponders a dismal future
for Bunny and identifies with his hopeless story. With her father dead and her mother in jail, she
sees herself, like Bunny, as a “stray” and muses, “If they put stray girls in the state orphanage, what
did they do to stray pigs? Bacon, that’s what” (p. 77). Josie, in The Unlikely Story of a Pig in the City,
immediately sees a need to protect Hamlet from her own family’s appetite. Surveying her parents
and siblings at the breakfast table amid the smell of bacon the morning Hamlet arrives, Josie thinks,
“If it were up to them, Hamlet would be ham—and that was her destiny if I didn’t stand up for her”
(p. 13). Lorenzo has similar worries about Marty’s fate when the pig goes missing and is captured by a
neighbor who, like Ben Stinchfield, regards pigs only as human food: “‘He was roadside, no tags,’ Mr.
Taylor said. ‘Finder’s keepers. I’ll send you some steaks’” (Griffin 2017, p. 93).
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The young humans in these stories all attain adulthood by preserving mutual trust in their
friendships with pigs. Within these friendships, the pigs are active agents too, not just offering
companionship, entertainment, and emotional support, but taking active steps to sustain and deepen
the trust, thereby placing relational demands on their young human friends. Of the three pigs, Marty
plays the most active role in building a friendship with his human; near the end of the novel, he saves
Lorenzo from an attacking dog (Saving Marty, p. 179). The other pig characters contribute to their
relationships more subtly. At a low point in Josie’s life, for example, Hamlet expresses empathy and
follows through with action: “Hamlet climbed out of the basket and snuggled up next to me like she
knew I needed a friend right now” (Unlikely Story, p. 184). Ruby Clyde takes similar pleasure and
comfort in Bunny’s responsiveness to her feelings, and early on, when she and Bunny are hiding from
the police, she suspects the pig has dragged her into the bushes with his makeshift leash to protect her
from capture by the police.

The human–pig friendships in these novels thus prompt the human friends to ponder what it
means for the pigs to be “better off” in the care of humans. Josie, deciphering Hamlet’s wordless
expectation of greater freedom than a city apartment can afford, decides that her responsibility is not,
as she initially believed, to figure out how to keep Hamlet with her, but to find Hamlet a better place to
live. Ruby Clyde, in transferring Bunny’s care to a friend, similarly makes a moral decision on the
grounds that “I had to do what was best for my pig” (Almost Paradise, p. 268). Lorenzo, although
he knows that “wanting to spend time with him . . . would stay strong in me for as long as he lived”
(Saving Marty, p. 163), arranges for Marty to live apart from him, though close enough to continue
the friendship.

Considering how their pig friends can be better off in human custody than on their own prompts
the young protagonists in these stories to change their behavior along with their thinking. All of them
credit their pigs with modeling a good-natured optimism that they begin to incorporate into their
own human worldviews. Beyond this, friendship with a pig also leads both Ruby Clyde and Josie
to question the morality of meat-eating in ways that had not occurred to them before. Early in her
relationship with Bunny, for instance, a very hungry Ruby Clyde impulsively orders “Pancakes please,
with bacon” and is immediately assailed by conscience: “I thought of Bunny and I got a stabbing pain.
“Wait! No bacon” (Almost Paradise, p. 88). For Josie, in The Unlikely Story of a Pig in the City, friendship
with a pig coincides with an experiment with vegetarianism.

The pig–people friendships in these novels, moreover, all involve an intimate physicality, as
Robert’s delight in Pinky’s smell, her gaze, her smile, and her wagging tail in A Day No Pigs Would
Die echoes through these more recent stories of pig–human friendship. When Ruby Clyde bids her
final farewell to Bunny, for example, she seals the moment with an intimate embrace in which their
interspecies identities seem to merge: “I kneeled down beside him and wrapped both arms around his
neck. Our hearts beat together for a few brief moments, then I let go and stood up” (Almost Paradise,
p. 266). Lorenzo, too, takes pleasure in the physicality of his friendship with Marty, and reflects on
this as a transcendent experience: “I’d miss scratching the fur on the side of his neck, his chest. I’d
feel his heart in my fingertips, in my arms, rising into my spirit” (Saving Marty, p. 163). This type of
physical intimacy, common in stories of human relationships with dogs, is rare beyond the infant stage
in real-world relational narratives of pigs and people today. Outside of fiction, the overwhelming
majority of these relationships unfold in conditions of CAFOs where the pig-to-human ratio may
average approximately 3000:1 (Genoways 2014, p. 196).

Like Pinky and the Pig of the Pig, the pigs in these young-adult novels inhabit fictional worlds
where a categorical shift from food to friend is justified by pigs’ intellectual and behavioral resemblance
to dogs. Marty and Hamlet both play with tennis balls and learn to sit, fetch, roll over, play
dead, and perform other tricks commonly associated with dogs. Like Babe, Marty even breaks the
companion-species barrier by excelling in a competition intended for dogs—in this case, a dog race
rather than a herding contest. In all three novels, the pigs sleep in the beds of their human companions
and accompany them on outdoor rambles. Bunny, for instance, crosses into canine territory by keeping
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close to Ruby Clyde’s heels and “trotting like a dog” (Almost Paradise, p. 123), an identity shift that other
characters acknowledge by feeding Bunny peanut butter dog treats. Endowing pigs with qualities
associated with dogs, the quintessential companion animal in most Western cultures, the novels
naturalize the interpersonal friendships between young people and pigs, thereby facilitating pigs’
escape from abstractions like “livestock” or “meat”, to which Carol Adams (1998) attributes the moral
erasure of food animals.

7. Pig Stories, Pork Stories, and the Narrative Universe of the Anthropocene

Publication of the novels in 2017 coincided with rising public doubts about the environmental
sustainability of the CAFO model that steadily expands the environmental footprint of pig farming
in the U.S. and elsewhere. That same year, Robert Gloss reported in If Pigs Could Talk (Gloss 2017)
that a total of 115.4 million hogs were being slaughtered annually in the U.S., while the National
Hog Farmer, a U.S. publication, reported that “all the major pork-producing countries want to grow
their market footprint” (GlobalMegaProducer 2017). Simultaneously, scientists were attributing the
unprecedented size of the hypoxic “dead zone” in the Gulf of Mexico to agricultural run-off from
Midwestern U.S. states where hog-farming is most intensive (e.g., Eller 2018); public health groups
were circulating concerns about hog CAFOs as potential breeding grounds for rapid swine flu virus
evolution and transmission (e.g., Lantro et al. 2016); and citizens in leading pork-production states,
North Carolina and Iowa, were bringing suits against large-scale pork producers for compromised
air quality and declining property values near the facilities (e.g., Blythe 2018; Cooke 2018). In this
discursive environment, young-adult friendship stories about pigs foreground a relational interspecies
morality that challenges prevailing terms of our human covenant with the ultimate food animal: The
domesticated pig.

As moral tales, these stories of interspecies friendship encourage readers to question certain
human privileges in the domestication deal we have struck with pigs. When humans regard captive
pigs through the relational lens of friendship, an entirely different set of expectations appear much
more reasonable than when pigs are instrumentally defined as industrial farm products. Indeed, the
interspecies relationships of the young-adult characters reveal to them the welfare expectations of
pigs that Temple Grandin’s research on environmental enrichment began to uncover in the mid 1980s,
including demands for social bonds, intellectual stimulation, and the expression of innate behaviors
such as rooting and nesting (e.g., Grandin 1988, 1989).

While animal welfare science exposes unmet expectations of pigs in CAFO settings and
recommends ways to mitigate the suffering of pigs in these conditions, the 2017 novels mention
factory farming only obliquely if at all. If the fictional pigs face an imminent threat of slaughter,
it is individualized or only vaguely conceived. Marty, when captured by ne’er-do-well neighbors
who intend to kill and butcher him on the spot, has the closest brush with the meat market, but his
story never mentions the industrial-sized norms of pig slaughter today, nor does it probe the living
conditions of pigs in the industrial pork-production system. Josie, in The Unlikely Story of a Pig in
the City, suspects that a man responding to her classified ad about a home for Hamlet is somehow
connected to pork production, but she quickly blocks this development in Hamlet’s biography by
rejecting the man’s offer.

Rather than mirroring the reality of today’s pork industry, these novels, in selecting pigs as a
particular embodiment of interspecies friend for readers to imagine, emphasize particular friendship
virtues for emulation. The young humans who befriend pigs in these stories must rapidly adjust their
own expectations of the friendship to accommodate the ever-increasing welfare demands of the pigs.
They are all at some point in their stories nonplussed by their cute little pigs’ rapidly growing size and
appetite; they all struggle to meet their pigs’ good-natured insistence on ever more food, space, and
freedom; and they all choose to preserve the interspecies trust at the heart of the relationship on terms
largely set by the pigs.
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By rejecting the option to terminate the relationship as it gets harder to maintain, the young
protagonists disrupt anthropocentric norms and incline to a biocentric worldview anchored in relational
understandings of the other-than-human world. In honoring improbable interspecies friendships
despite social and economic pressures to abandon them, they come of age by refusing to regard a
non-human life as disposable. Choosing to continue the interspecies plural narration of “my pig and I”
or “we,” the characters affirm the affective and aesthetic interspecies ties of biophilia and carry them
forward to adult understanding.

Persistence in interspecies friendships with beings that typically inspire revulsion and contempt is
a different kind of virtue than persistence in friendships with conventional companion animals. It calls
for a shifting of categories and a rearrangement of values, and it represents a step toward a deep-caring
biophilic conservation ethic of the sort E.O. Wilson and others prescribe for this moment on the planet.
These novels do not simply invite young readers to imagine an unlikely friendship story, they also
invite them to imagine a world in which young people like themselves can choose to continue these
friendship stories in defiance of their “inevitable” endings. In this, they anticipate the moral questions
humanity must ponder in the time of the sixth great extinction on Earth—questions of whether and
how we will continue in the company of other Earthlings.

I have argued that the books in this study contribute to a moral education project that current
conditions demand. Massive losses of biodiversity across the Earth herald the dawning of the Age of
Loneliness and illuminate the need for an ethical orientation that values interspecies relationships and
prompts human action to preserve them. In befriending food animals and rejecting the inevitability
of their slaughter and consumption, the young human protagonists demonstrate what one of my
reviewers described as “a willingness to fall back into a natural order,” an acceptance of humanity as a
part of, rather than apart from, the rest of nature. To be sure, the books fail to address the enormous
scope and reach of the CAFO system in which millions of characters like Marty, Hamlet, and Bunny
complete their brief and “unnatural” lives. To introduce the real-world conditions of factory farming
would dampen the happy ending of any of these stories by conjuring a backdrop of massive tragedy.
Clearly, much work remains in the task of reintegrating humanity with the rest of nature throughout
the world, but I contend that novels such as these are laying the groundwork for the work remaining.
Moral philosophers Gruen and Chris (1997) assert that “exploring the positive political implications of
our intimate relationships with companion animals” is an important extension of the feminist credo,
“the personal is political.” They argue that logics of detachment and domination (12) that govern
human relationships with nature “obscure “a great deal of knowledge concerning our continuity
with nature” (12). Contending, like Wilson, that environmentalism must transcend these rationales
and engage other ways of knowing, they express concern that environmentalists in particular have
inadequately credited the power of interspecies intimacy as a source of moral knowledge. They propose
that interspecies friendships constitute an “ethical starting point” for bridging the moral distance that
prevents us from caring what happens to other species. Interspecies friendships, they submit, enable
“radical transformations of our orientations toward nature” (20) by providing access to biocentric
moral reasoning that anthropocentrism so deftly excludes from the human worldview.

One way the pork industry maintains control of the pig—human narrative of relationship is by
keeping pigs away from the human worldview. When humans are denied entry to slaughterhouses
and CAFOs for whatever reasons—biosecurity, food safety, product quality control, or concerns about
property damage and economic loss—pigs become what moral philosophers know as “distant others”
for whom it is difficult to care. Imagining a real, live pig as a companion is as close as many young
readers and video viewers today will ever get to interacting with life in its porcine form, but books like
the 2017 coming-of-age novels help them make this approach. Imagining pigs as friends instead of
food or vermin is an exercise that can have long-term effects if it finds reinforcement in the surrounding
narrative environment. The industrial pork story is a powerful force in this environment, but its
narrative monopoly is challenged by the texts I have presented and a host of others, including pig
stories coming from a proliferation of farmed-animal sanctuaries, from the social media presence of
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“celebrity pigs” like Esther the Wonder Pig and Priscilla, and from tourists in the Bahamas who tell
stories about swimming with the “Pigs of Paradise.” When, at last, it becomes clear that we cannot
continue to live on this Earth while maintaining our present relationship with pigs, such alternative
narratives of people and pigs together may persuade us that although we no longer eat them, pigs are
companions we do not want to lose as we advance into the Age of Loneliness.
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Abstract: Companion animals in the U.S. are increasingly regarded as members of the family with
whom one may share a strong emotional bond. However, despite an evolving social construction that
has elevated their status in the dominant culture, companion animals lack meaningful legal rights,
and “family member” is a provisional status that can be dissolved at will based on the discretion of
the sole rights-holder in the relationship: the human owner. Because they are still defined within the
U.S. legal system as property, it is a common lament within the animal protection movement that
the law has not kept pace with the emergent cultural perception of companion animals as family or
best friends who may occupy a significant place in one’s constellation of interpersonal relationships.
But how divergent are the laws that govern our treatment of companion animals from prevailing
social norms? This article examines current trends in animal law and society to shed light on this
question. I find that while a new family member cultural status is emerging for companion animals
in the U.S., their legal status as property is a countervailing force, enabling contradictory practices
and beliefs that construct animals as expendable. The fact that their cultural status is in flux in turn
reinforces their status under the law. I conclude with proposed policy reforms that will facilitate the
integration of companion animals into society as true rather than rhetorical family members.

Keywords: animal law; human-animal bond; legal status of companion animals; animal protection

1. Introduction

The existing legal framework as it applies to companion animals is situated within the larger
context of two evolving social trends: (1) the development of the field of animal law in the U.S. and
(2) the emergent (in some cultural milieus, dominant) cultural perception of pets as surrogate family
members. While animal law is a relatively new field (Tischler 2012), ethical concern for nonhuman
animals1 has a long history, the tenor of which has changed over time depending upon several factors,
including prevailing social norms, changing economic conditions, scientific advances regarding the
cognitive and emotional capacities of animals, and the emergence of the animal protection movement.
That concern is amplified and perhaps at its most contradictory when it comes to those animals who
are culturally defined as “pets” (and more recently, “companions”), and hence are afforded greater
legal protections than other biologically similar, but differentially socially constructed, categories of
animals (e.g., farmed animals, who are often excluded from the protection of cruelty laws).

Americans increasingly report a strong emotional bond with their companion animals and
regard them as family members. According to a 2015 Harris Poll, more than three in five Americans
(62 percent) have at least one pet, with the highest percentage being among the two youngest
generations tested, Millennials and Gen Xers.2 Ninety-five percent of these respondents considered

1 I will mostly refer to nonhuman animals as “animals” in the following discussion.
2 As of 2018, Millennials comprise the largest segment of companion animal owners at 72–73 percent (TD Ameritrade 2018,

American Pet Products Association 2017–2018).
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their animal to be a member of the family—a number that has increased each year the question
was asked (Shannon-Missal 2015). A 2018 Harris Poll revealed a majority of Americans with pets
(69 percent) see them as “family members,” and one in five (23 percent) see their pets as children.
Compared to other generations, millennials view their pets as “starter children” as they delay having
kids of their own (Lane 2018).

This shifting cultural norm is reflected in current trends in animal law. For example, in recent
years, there has been an increase in custody battles over beloved companion animals, which can
become as bitter and emotionally fraught as those involving human children (American Academy of
Matrimonial Lawyers 2014). Additionally, more people are making provisions for their companion
animals in their wills, and there are now “pet trust” laws on the books in all 50 states. Victims of
domestic violence often delay leaving an abusive partner out of fear the abuser will harm or kill a
cherished animal companion as a means of control and retaliation. Unfortunately, this fear is often
justified (Ascione et al. 2007; Hardesty et al. 2013). Compounding this difficulty is the fact that most
domestic violence shelters have “no-pets” policies. As their role in the family continues to become
more significant, animals are increasingly entangled in the web of domestic violence and abuse, and
several states now have laws allowing domestic violence protective orders to include pets.3 For better
or worse, companion animals occupy surrogate positions in the family.

This is a provisional status, however—a fact that is brought into stark relief when we consider
the staggering number of pets put to death every year in animal shelter facilities because they are no
longer anyone’s family member, or perhaps never were. “Family member” is a conditional position
that confers life or death on individual animals, and this status can be dissolved at any time based
entirely on the discretion of the sole rights-holder in the relationship: the human owner.4

A common lament in the animal protection movement is that the law has not kept pace with
changing societal norms regarding animals.5 Proponents of this view cite the fact that despite the
shifting social understanding of companion animals as family members, they are still defined as
property under the law. As noted in a Harvard Magazine article on the evolution of animal law:

As the role of animals in society and the economy has evolved, and more recently, as scientific
research has revealed more about animals’ cognitive abilities and social development, public
sensibility has changed dramatically, often leaving outmoded law behind. As a result,
lawyers worldwide have begun searching for innovative ways to make animals more visible
to the law: strengthening and enacting new anti-cruelty statutes, improving basic protections,
and, in some more radical cases, challenging animals’ property status itself in an effort to
grant them fundamental rights. (Feinberg 2016)

In the case of companion animals, the outmoded aspect of law most frequently cited is that their legal
status as property is inconsistent with their current cultural status as quasi-family members. This is a
compelling assertion that jibes with the intuitive sense and quotidian experience of animal advocates,
who are more likely to associate with likeminded others whose companion animals are true family
members and best friends. Further lending credence to this claim, the law is an inherently conservative
social institution that tends to follow rather than lead social change.6 But how divergent are the laws
that govern our treatment of companion animals from prevailing social norms?

3 I use the terms “companion animal” and “pet” interchangeably in this article to reflect their common usage in law and culture.
4 Though some argue that animal cruelty laws constitute a weak form of rights (e.g., Sunstein 2003), outside of that narrow

context and within the domain of the family, the human owner is the only party with appreciable rights, holding virtually
absolute power to control every aspect of the companion animal’s life—within the very broad bounds of permissible conduct
under cruelty laws.

5 See “Animals’ Legal Status” (Animal Legal Defense Fund n.d.a).
6 However, this is not always the case. For example, the Williams Institute found a dramatic drop in anti-gay attitudes in

states that legalized marriage equality. Following changes in these laws, “47% of residents who initially were opposed
changed their minds” (Flores and Barclay 2015). Other studies have found that smoking bans changed behavior and social
norms (Satterlund et al. 2012; Orbell et al. 2009).
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In examining in this question, I will first give a brief overview of the current status of animals
in the U.S legal system. I will then highlight areas in society and law in which the status of animals
as family members is gaining increasing recognition. Next, I will consider the contradictory social
construction of companion animals as expendable, which challenges the common belief that their
status as family members is ascendant and even normative. I will then revisit the legal status of animals
and how it enables practices and beliefs that construct companion animals as disposable commodities
in contrast to family members. In conclusion, I will propose policy reforms that will facilitate the
integration of companion animals into society as true rather than rhetorical family members.7

2. The Legal Status of Companion Animals

If the law is a reflection of norms and values in society8 (Hessler 2010), what does the body of
laws that pertains to companion animals tell us about our relationship with them? While the dominant
cultural narrative regarding pets has transformed over the last century from a utilitarian view to one in
which they are primarily defined as surrogate family members, this colloquial designation has little
bearing within the legal system.9 Companion animals are still defined as property under the law.

In a discussion of the legal status of companion animals in Australia, White articulates the uneasy
relationship between the conceptualization of animals as both property and family member:

On the one hand, opinion surveys and an emerging body of sociological literature suggest
that our relationship with companion animals is vested with such meaning and significance
that they have come to be regarded by many as ‘members of the family’. Consistent with this
significance, animal welfare law is more stringent in protecting the interests of companion
animals than it is for any other category of animal. On the other hand, significant numbers
of companion animals are relinquished to animal shelters every year, where the fate of
many, especially kittens and cats, is death. Although animal welfare law criminalises the
abandonment of companion animals, it provides no sanction for the relinquishment of
companion animals to animal shelters. (White 2009, p. 2)

This dual status places companion animals in a liminal space in society, elevated above both mere
chattel and other animals who are not defined as companions,10 yet uniquely vulnerable due to both
their legal classification as property and inconsistencies in the cultural narrative that defines them
as family.

2.1. Animals as Property

Their legal status as property means that courts have been reluctant to recognize that animals have
meaningful legal rights, including standing, or the ability to bring a lawsuit to court (Cassuto et al. 2006;
Magnotti 2006). Standing is an obstacle for animal advocates as well, who in civil cases typically

7 Animals have intrinsic worth and deserve basic legal protections regardless of their cultural status or value to humans.
However, the focus of this article is on culture and the law, specifically: (1) the current gap between the legal and cultural
perception of companion animals, (2) the fact that the cultural perception itself is not uniform but in a state of flux, and (3)
the law’s role in enabling one or the other competing status to prevail. Since the relationship between social norms and the
law is multi-directional, the cultural status that becomes ascendant will in turn affect companion animals’ treatment within
the legal system.

8 And, in cases where there is ambiguity or room for interpretation, judges tend to make decisions based on dominant social
norms and values (Liebman 2011).

9 Likewise, although some jurisdictions have passed legislation changing the status of pet owners to “guardians,” these
resolutions are symbolic and have no legal bearing. For this reason, I also use the term “owner,” which is the way this
relationship is characterized under the law.

10 Despite their legal status as property and the shortcomings of animal cruelty laws, companion animals are easily the most
protected class of animals in society. Farmed animals are among the least. The majority of modern state animal cruelty
laws expressly exempt either farmed animals or standard agricultural practices. These include “accepted,” “common,”
“customary,” or “normal” farming practices, which are defined by the industry itself (Wolfson and Sullivan 2004). In addition
to the limitations in current law, prosecutions for the abuse of farmed animals are vanishingly rare.
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have to show that they themselves have suffered an injury as a result of an animal being abused
(Morrish 2014; Sunstein 2000). Direct harm to the animal is rarely enough to bring a lawsuit and
criminal animal cruelty laws, with some exceptions, can only be enforced by prosecutors, not private
citizens (Reppy 2005).11

Because it has been a persistent barrier to protecting them from exploitation and other harmful
conduct, many legal experts believe that animals must be removed from the category of property in order
to be granted fundamental legal rights (Francione 2004; Wise 2010).12 Because, in some important ways,
the U.S. legal system contains a fundamental distinction between “things” and “persons” (Wise 2000),
one way to change the status of animals as property is for them to be redefined as legal persons—which
do not have to be human beings. In the U.S., both corporations and ships are defined as persons for
limited legal purposes. Outside the U.S., an Argentinian court in 2016 declared a chimpanzee named
Cecilia to be a “non-human legal person” in its decision that she should be released from a zoo and sent
to a sanctuary.13 And in 2018, a high court in India granted animals the status of “legal entity/legal
person.”14 In recent years, rivers in New Zealand and India have also been granted personhood.15

Although animals are defined as property in the legal system, there are ways the law treats them
distinctly from other, inanimate property. Chief among these are animal cruelty laws. You will not be
punished for kicking your coffee table or trashing your bicycle. However, if you abuse your dog or cat,
you may be in violation of the law and could be prosecuted for animal cruelty. The existence of animal
cruelty laws indicates companion animals are fundamentally different from other types of property,
and such laws may be construed as conferring limited rights; however, they do not nullify animals’
designation as property.16

2.2. Animal Cruelty Laws

Despite their legal status as property, the history of animal law in the U.S. as it pertains to
companion animals has reflected an increasing concern with their welfare. The first anti-cruelty laws
were passed in New York and Massachusetts in the 1820s and 1830s, but no enforcement agencies existed
until the founding of the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) in 1866
by Henry Bergh, who recognized that passing legislation was not enough to help animals—dedicated

11 In addition to criminal laws to protect animals from cruelty, North Carolina (Chapter 19A) and Oregon (ORS 105.597)
provide civil remedies that allow private citizens to sue to stop animal cruelty in limited instances.

12 Other legal scholars, while noting shortcomings in the law, believe animals receive sufficient benefits from human ownership
that the property category should be retained, though it could be revised in a way to provide better legal protections for
animals (Cupp 2016; Sunstein 2003; Favre 2000, 2010; Epstein 2002).

13 For more on this decision, including a link to the translated ruling in English, see the Nonhuman Rights Project’s
media release, “The NhRP Praises Argentine Court’s Recognition of Captive Chimpanzee’s Legal Personhood
and Rights:” https://www.nonhumanrights.org/media-center/12-5-16-media-release-nhrp-praises-argentine-court-on-legal-
personhood-for-chimpanzee/.

14 Press Trust of India, “Animals are ‘legal persons’, all citizens their parents, orders Uttarakhand HC,” India Today 4 July
2018. https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/animals-are-legal-persons-all-citizens-their-parents-orders-uttarakhand-hc-
1277559-2018-07-04.

15 For an overview of decisions regarding river personhood and the legal rights of nature, see “Creating legal rights for rivers:
lessons from Australia, New Zealand, and India” (O’Donnell and Talbot-Jones 2018. Ecology and Society 23(1):7)) and “Rights
of Nature: Rivers That Can Stand in Court” (Cano Pecharroman 2018. Resources. 7(13)). In the U.S., on 26 February 2019,
voters in Toledo, Ohio, approved a ballot measure to give legal rights to Lake Eerie, which would theoretically give the lake
standing so that people could sue polluters on its behalf. The following day, a farmer filed a federal lawsuit challenging its
constitutionality (Williams 2019). The new legislation, dubbed the Lake Eerie Bill of Rights, would establish “irrevocable rights
for the Lake Erie Ecosystem to exist, flourish and naturally evolve, a right to a healthy environment for the residents of Toledo,
and which elevates the rights of the community and its natural environment over powers claimed by certain corporations.”

16 While animal cruelty laws differentiate animals from inanimate property in the legal system, it is interesting to note that
property protection was one of the purposes of early versions of many animal cruelty statues, “which only criminalized
conduct if it was directed at animals owned by others—it was not illegal to commit the same acts upon one’s own animals
or wild animals.” Animal cruelty laws also have historically served as a type of “moral legislation,” enforcing a code of
behavior that says certain behaviors are immoral or socially unacceptable (Waisman et al. 2014, p. 71), rather than being
motivated by concern for the animal him or herself.
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enforcement was also needed.17 Bergh’s advocacy and high profile campaigns against animal cruelty
were a catalyst, but the rapid creation of state and local humane agencies modeled on the ASPCA and
enactment of animal protection legislation around the country signaled a societal shift in attitudes about
animal welfare that was already underway (Finsen and Finsen 1994; Waisman et al. 2014, pp. 70–71).

As of 2014, all 50 states have a felony animal cruelty provision. However, under-enforcement is a
persistent problem, due to issues such as limited prosecutorial resources and funding, the perception
that animal abuse is not a serious crime, and lack of expertise in animal cruelty cases, which have unique
challenges. Among these are forensic and evidentiary issues (the animal is both victim and evidence in
cruelty cases), vagueness in the way many animal cruelty statutes are written, confusion over which
agency or agencies are responsible for enforcement, lack of training of law enforcement officers on
cruelty laws and animal care issues, potential costs of animal care and logistical complications involved
with seizing multiple animals, and the fact that the animal victim cannot speak on their own behalf
(Smith-Blackmore 2018; Ramsey 2014; Merck 2012; New Hampshire Governor’s Commission on the
Humane Treatment of Animals 2009; Animal Legal Defense Fund n.d.b). Even when animal cruelty
laws are enforced, it is a common lament that those convicted of serious crimes against animals receive
light sentences.18

This is changing, however. With increasing evidence and awareness of the connection between
cruelty to animals and violence against humans (Nelson 2011; Linzey 2009; Arkow and Ascione 1998;
Ascione and Lockwood 1997), there has been a cultural shift toward taking crimes against animals more
seriously—if not for the animal’s sake, then out of concern that animal abuse is a “gateway” crime that
will lead to violence against humans in the future (National Sheriffs’ Association 2018).19 However,
beyond the concern that animal cruelty may be linked to other criminal or anti-social behavior, courts
are increasingly recognizing animals themselves as crime victims (Animal Legal Defense Fund n.d.c;
Cima 2014).20

3. Societal and Legal Trends: Companion Animals as Family

Despite the general trajectory of improvement in animal cruelty laws over the last 150 years, and a
lively academic debate around the question of animal personhood, there have been few significant
challenges mounted against the property status of an animal through U.S. courts until relatively
recently.21 The shift in the dominant social construction of companion animals as family members
with little to no corresponding erosion of their property status has led to mounting cultural tension

17 Organized efforts to protect children gained momentum during this time as well. Bergh also founded the first organization
dedicated to child welfare, the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, eight years after he founded
the ASPCA.

18 Not all animal advocates believe that enhanced criminal penalties and increased enforcement are positive trends. In Beyond
Cages: Animal Law and Criminal Punishment (2019), law professor Justin Marceau argues that the animal protection movement’s
focus on “carceral animal law” has placed it at odds with other social justice movements, and that this focus may be
detrimental to both humans and animals.

19 Though this narrative has had an impact on policy, and there is a correlation between animal abuse and other violent crimes,
the available data does not support a predictive causal relationship (Marceau 2019).

20 For a discussion of the inherent speciesism of the discipline of victimology and suggestions for ways its theory and practice
could be extended to include nonhuman suffering, see Flynn and Hall (2017). In two recent cases, State v. Nix and State v.
Fessenden, the Oregon Supreme Court found that animals can be victims of a crime (Animal Legal Defense Fund 2014).
In the former, the court rejected the defense’s argument that property, which animals are under Oregon law, cannot be seen
as crime victims (instead, the public or the owner would be the victim).

21 The Nonhuman Rights Project has in recent years mounted unique habeas corpus challenges on behalf of four chimpanzees
and three elephants: “The world’s first habeas corpus hearing on behalf of an elephant and the second habeas corpus
hearing on behalf of a nonhuman animal in the US . . . argued that Happy [an elephant], as an autonomous being, is a legal
person with the fundamental right to bodily liberty protected by a common law writ of habeas corpus” (Choplin 2018).
In 2018, the Animal Legal Defense Fund filed a unique lawsuit in Oregon on behalf of a severely neglected horse named
Justice: “What makes this lawsuit unusual is that Justice [a horse] is named as the plaintiff . . . If successful, this would be
the first case to establish that animals have a right to sue their abusers” (Pallotta 2018a). And in 2012, People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals filed a lawsuit (ultimately unsuccessful) on behalf of five orcas against Seaworld for enslaving the
orcas in violation of the Thirteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, arguing the amendment’s protections can extend to
nonhuman animals (Kerr et al. 2013).
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and ambivalence about their place in society, which in turn has created confusion and inconsistency
in law and policy issues affecting both companion animals and their human guardians, which I will
discuss further below.

The following sections examine key areas of society and law that highlight the cultural status of
companion animals as family members, followed by a discussion of countertrends that reinforce the
notion that they are expendable. Contrasting these contradictory cultural currents raises questions
about whether the popular perception of companion animals as valued family members in society is
more myth than reality. I will then return to the legal status of animals to examine its relationship to
these dual social constructions.

3.1. Financial Expenditures on Companion Animals

Looking at societal trends, the amount of money Americans spend on companion animals has
steadily increased over time.22 According to the American Pet Products Association (APPA), an industry
trade group that tracks consumer spending in this area, Americans spent about 70 billion on companion
animals in 2017, which was a 32 percent increase from 2012’s total of 53 billion. When the APPA first
began tracking spending on pets in 1994, total spending was 28 billion (adjusted for inflation).23

Despite attention-grabbing media stories about outrageously “pampered pets,”24 which suggest
lavish lifestyles are the new normal for dogs and cats25 in U.S. households, most of the money spent
on companion animals covers basics such as food, medicine, and veterinary care. Following food,
the largest overall expense is veterinary care. Although “luxuries” do not represent the bulk of spending
on companion animals, spending has also increased in categories such as daycare, toys, and treats.26

The strongest growth sectors of consumer spending on companion animals include services such
as grooming and dog and cat sitting (APPA 2018). The pet health insurance industry is also rapidly
growing, as both the cost of veterinary care and insurance options have increased,27 expanding from
one provider in 1997 to 12 companies in North America today. In the span of one year, from 2016 to
2017, the total number of companion animals insured in the U.S. and Canada increased 17 percent
(North American Pet Health Insurance Association 2018).

Though the media displays a fondness for stories about affluent individuals who spend large sums
of money on luxuries for their companion animals,28 with the implication this behavior is depraved
and wasteful, individuals experiencing poverty or homelessness often put their companion animals’

22 While spending may also have increased over time for inanimate objects such as houses and cars, and their associated
maintenance, expenditures on companion animals tend to go toward enhancing their well-being rather than their utility
(since the vast majority of companion animals are not working animals).

23 Included in this figure are live purchases of pets themselves, so the data does not indicate expenditures exclusively for
an animals’ well-being. The categories used by the APPA include (listed from highest to lowest expenditures for dogs) in
2017: Food; Supplies/OTC Medicine; Vet Care; Live Animal Purchases; and Other Pet Services, which include grooming and
boarding (https://www.americanpetproducts.org/press_industrytrends.asp).

24 See “How the Rich Pamper Their Pets” (Mann 2008): http://www.forbes.com/2008/01/14/pets-pampering-celebs-oped-cx_
pma_0115pets.html; “For Owners, It’s More Than Puppy Love” (Warren 2010): https://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/ct-
xpm-2010-04-29-sc-fash-0429-ellen-pet-shopping-column-story.html; “Pet ‘Parents’ Pamper to the Extreme” (Benbow 2013):
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2013/07/21/pet-parents-pamper-to-the-extreme/2572021/.

25 While they are the most common companion animals, dogs and cats also are typically included in the legal definition of
“pet” or “companion animal,” whereas other species included in that category vary by state and locality (as does which
animals are included in the legal definition of “animal” itself). However, many other species are kept as companion animals.
For a discussion of inherent challenges to the well-being of specific species kept as pets, see Run, Spot, Run: The Ethics of
Keeping Pets (Pierce 2016.)

26 “These 4 Charts Explain Exactly How Americans Spend $52 Billion on Our Pets in a Year” (Thompson 2013):
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/02/these-4-charts-explain-exactly-how-americans-spend-52-billion-
on-our-pets-in-a-year/273446/.

27 “The Dog Maxed Out My Credit Card” (Bounds 2011), available online: http://www.wsj.com/articles/
SB10001424052970204394804577011824160591082; “Who Suffers Most from the Rising Cost of Veterinary Care?” (Dale 2013):
http://veterinarybusiness.dvm360.com/who-suffers-most-rising-cost-veterinary-care.

28 “The Problem of Pampered Pets” (Berger 2012): http://www.seattlemag.com/article/problem-pampered-pets; “When Nothing
is Too Fancy for Fido” (Griggs 2013): http://www.cnn.com/2013/04/15/living/pampered-pets/.
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needs ahead of their own (Irvine 2013). Exaggerated media stories about spoiled pets frame the overall
increase in societal spending on companion animals as a problem, indicative of anthropomorphism
run amok. But stories of those in difficult circumstances who nevertheless find a way to provide for
their companion animals—even if it means going hungry themselves29—receive less attention. It is
relatively easy for the media to make fun of affluent people spending their discretionary income on
something “frivolous.” It is more difficult to ridicule an elderly person living on a fixed income or
someone who is homeless and struggling to feed his or her animal, not out of a misguided allocation
of financial resources, but out of genuine love and concern for their well-being. In recognition that
some clients were feeding their meals to their companion animals, Meals on Wheels in recent years has
launched efforts to assist local chapters in establishing programs to also donate food and services to
help seniors care for their companion animals (Meals on Wheels 2016).

In the category of municipal spending, there has also been a significant increase on dog parks,
which began to appear in the 1980s in response to the widespread adoption of leash laws and have
proliferated in recent years (Krohe 2005). The fastest growing urban parks are off-leash dog parks,
which have grown by 89 percent since 2007 (The Trust for Public Land 2016). This increasing demand
reflects demographic shifts, as households with dogs now outnumber those with children. According
to Peter Harnik of The Trust for Public Land, which compiles annual data on the nation’s largest urban
parks, “there was a playground movement 100 years ago. In the last 15 to 20 years, it’s these off-leash
dog areas. There’s a tremendous upsurge in demand and love for them” (El Nasser 2011).

3.2. Companion Animal Loss and Grief

In perhaps the most profound example of the significance of companion animals as family
members and best friends, it is now well-documented that losing a cherished animal companion can
be as devastating as losing an important human relationship. People can experience intense grief over
the death of a beloved animal (Toray 2004; Carmack 2003; Cowels 1985; Adrian et al. 2009).

Although the death of a companion animal can still result in experiences of “disenfranchised
grief,” in which the emotions associated with a loss are not recognized by society as legitimate
(Doka 1989),30 the societal acceptance of companion animals as legitimate objects of grief has become
more widespread alongside greater recognition of the strong bond that can be forged with an animal,
and the proportionate impact that can result from loss.31

Companion animals who are treated as family members become woven into the fabric of daily
life. In addition to the primary loss of the relationship, those who lose an animal companion may
also lose a reliable source of social support, stability, and the daily routine involved in caring for the
animal. In addition to a constant presence and source of routine and stability, dogs and cats provide
dependable companionship, the perception of unconditional love, and consistent emotional support to
their human caregivers—all of which can complicate the grieving process (Pallotta 2016).

In recent decades, mounting research about the human-animal bond has raised awareness within
the mental health field about the potential impact of companion animal loss, and both self-help books

29 “After Meals on Wheels volunteers noticed a growing number of clients giving their food away to their furry friends, they
started working with shelters and other pet groups to add free pet food to their meal deliveries.” (Associated Press 2013,
“Meals on Wheels helps feed pets of seniors, disabled.” CBS News, 25 December 2013.)

30 This is communicated through dismissive phrases like “it’s only an animal.”
31 While this has been the general trend, there are still areas in which the loss of a companion animal may be socially

unrecognized. For example, workplace bereavement policies that include companion animals are uncommon, and support
or acknowledgement from friends and family may be lacking. Public rituals such as funerals are also less normative, though
some do hold ceremonies celebrating the life of a companion animal and mourning their death. For a general discussion of
this subject, see Mourning Animals: Rituals and Practices Surrounding Animal Deaths (DeMello 2016). A cultural deficit with
regard to mourning and death in the U.S. is not limited to companion animals, though it is starker here. Some have noted
that upon the death of a close human family member, Americans are often allowed to take only a week or two off work
(or in some cases, just a few days), with the fact that the person is still grieving often left unacknowledged by others outside
a very short period of expected mourning (Noel and Blair 2000).
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and support groups addressing this issue have proliferated (Pash 2015; Clements et al. 2003). This
growing recognition has informed policy debates about the legal issues mentioned in later sections,
such as damages available upon wrongful death of companion animals. Of course, support groups
and grief counseling are not necessary for other forms of property.

3.3. Domestic Violence and Animal Abuse

Despite their legal status as property, the important place of companion animals in the family—for
better or worse—is highlighted when they, along with other vulnerable members of the family, become
targets of domestic violence. Although domestic violence is a social problem and not a positive trend,
the fact that companion animals are frequently targets of abuse clearly demonstrates their place in
the family: companion animals are part of the abuser’s web of dominance and control. Companion
animals occupy the bottom rung of the power hierarchy within the family, having less autonomy
even than children (and indeed are sometimes abused by children). Additionally, threatening to harm
a partner’s cherished animal companion is a common tactic of control and manipulation used by
abusers to terrorize and coerce the victimized partner to stay. If she leaves, the abuser may harm or kill
her animal as a means of retaliation. Therefore, many victims of domestic violence delay leaving an
abusive relationship because they have no safe place for their animals (Ascione et al. 1997). A 2017
study showed that 56 percent of women in domestic violence shelters had delayed their escape out of
fear for their animals and a desire to protect them (Barrett et al. 2017).

Victims of domestic violence often find themselves in this difficult position because most
domestic violence shelters have “no-pets” policies. Such policies are one of the many indicators of
the context-dependence and inherent instability of the family member role. The social construction
of this relationship—so real in the context of the micro-world shared by the animal and his or her
family (which may comprise just one person)—encounters obdurate limits in the wider society, in the
form of exclusionary law and policy that defines animals differently. “No-pets” policies in shelters,
rental housing, and other lodging significantly reduce options for a victim who wants to flee an
abuser but not leave her animal in harm’s way.

“No-pets” policies also disproportionately affect poor and working-class women who lack
resources to pay higher prices for pet-friendly apartments or lodging, and thus find themselves with
far fewer options for safe spaces—unless they leave behind their animal, who may not only be in grave
danger if their human companion leaves, but who also may be a primary source of comfort, support,
and emotional stability for the victim.

This is one of the many areas where a companion animal may be considered a family member
in one context but not another. The risk of being entangled in the web of domestic violence also
demonstrates that being part of the family does not mean that an animal will be treated well. Here,
the tension between property and family member is also evident:

Complicating the issue is the fact that animals are considered property in all 50 states. If an
abuser refuses to relinquish a pet and the pet is not listed on a temporary restraining order
(TRO), police and even courts are often reluctant to get involved in what is usually considered
a marital property dispute. As a result, abusers have been known to threaten to harm or kill
a pet if a victim does not return to the home, or dismiss criminal charges or restraining orders
against an abuser. In one such case, a woman suddenly left a domestic violence shelter after
she received pictures of her husband cutting her dog’s ears off with garden shears. Another
woman was forced to watch as her husband shot and killed her dog in front of her young son.
(Ramsey et al. 2010, p. 17)

However, in light of mounting research that shows a connection between animal abuse and
violence against humans (Nelson 2011), there have been positive legal and policy developments in this
area. To address the problem that most domestic violence shelters do not allow animals, “safe havens
for pets” programs have been created to provide emergency care for companion animals while their
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guardians stay at a domestic violence shelter or other temporary housing situation that does not allow
pets (Nelson 2011; Ramsey et al. 2010).

A positive trend in the legal system reflecting awareness of the link between family violence
and animal abuse—and the recognition that animals are more than mere property—is the increase in
legislation allowing courts to include animals in domestic violence protective orders. In 2006, Maine
enacted the first statute that specifically allowed judges to include companion animals in protection
orders issued against domestic abusers (Ramsey et al. 2010), and other states have followed suit. As of
2018, 32 states had such laws on the books.

In 2018, further progress was made with the passage of the bipartisan Pet and Women Safety
(PAWS) Act, which expands existing federal domestic violence protections (which aid in the enforcement
of state-issued protection orders) to include companion animals. Among other provisions, the PAWS
Act broadens the definition of stalking under the criminal code “to include conduct that causes a person
to experience a reasonable fear of death or serious bodily injury to his or her pet.”32 The new law also
urges states that have not already done so to adopt legislation allowing courts to include animals in
domestic violence protective orders. In recognition of the problem posed by “no-pets” policies in
domestic violence shelters, the PAWS Act also establishes a grant program to assist programs that
address the shelter and housing needs of domestic violence victims with companion animals.

Due to a growing awareness of the co-occurrence of child abuse and animal cruelty (Nelson 2011),
there has also been an increase in laws mandating or permitting cross-reporting.33 The fact that animal
abuse has also been found in many homes under investigation for child abuse further demonstrates
companion animals’ vulnerable place in the family.

Increased societal awareness of the connection between animal cruelty and violence against
humans has led to the former being taken more seriously by law enforcement. In a relatively new
development, programs dedicated to investigating and prosecuting animal cruelty and neglect are
rapidly appearing in district attorneys’ offices and police departments across the country.

The first unit of this kind, the Los Angeles County Animal Cruelty Prosecution Program, was
created in 2007 and became a model for others around the country. It followed the formation two years
earlier of the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) Animal Cruelty Task Force. In supporting the
measure to create the task force, LAPD officials “cited studies finding that animal abusers were often
involved in other crimes such as drug trafficking, child abuse and domestic violence” (Leonard 2009).

In the decade since, similar units have been established in other jurisdictions. In 2016, the state
attorney for Orange and Osceola Counties in central Florida created a dedicated animal cruelty
unit, consisting of attorneys who volunteered to take additional casework and develop expertise in
the applicable laws and special challenges involved in prosecuting animal cruelty cases. In 2016,
the Queens County district attorney created an Animal Cruelty Investigations Unit, which was the first
of its kind in New York City. The previous year, the district attorney for Fresno County, California,
established an Animal Cruelty Unit dedicated to addressing animal abuse cases, in part to break
the connection between animal abuse and human violence (County of Fresno 2015). Also, in 2015,
Virginia’s attorney general created the nation’s first statewide Animal Law Unit. Most recently, in 2018,
the San Diego County District Attorney’s Office launched an Animal Prosecution Unit to provide
investigative support and dedicated expertise in animal cruelty cases—fittingly, it is housed within the
DA’s Family Protection Division (County of San Diego, Office of the District Attorney 2018).

While concern that abusing animals will lead to other crimes has helped bring awareness to
the problem of animal cruelty, it is also being taken more seriously as a crime in itself—not because

32 H.R.909—Pet and Women Safety Act of 2017—115th Congress (2017–2018).
33 See “Table of Veterinary Reporting Requirement and Immunity Laws” (Wisch 2017): https://www.animallaw.info/topic/

table-veterinary-reporting-requirement-and-immunity-laws).
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animal abuse portends other criminal behavior but because it is wrong to abuse an animal, full stop.34

This is evident in the abovementioned trend to recognize animals as crime victims. In addition,
in 2016, the FBI added “animal cruelty” as a distinct category to the agency’s Uniform Crime Report,
a nationwide crime-reporting system, which enabled crimes against animals to be tracked for the
first time. Prior to this, animal cruelty offenses were lumped into a miscellaneous “all other offenses”
category (Federal Bureau of Investigation 2016).

3.4. Companion Animal Custody

Custody battles over companion animals have been on the rise in recent years and represent
another arena in which the legal landscape has been shifting toward increased recognition that animals
are more than property. A 2014 survey found that more than 25 percent of matrimonial lawyers had
seen an increase in pet custody cases during the previous five years, and 22 percent noted that courts
are more frequently allowing these cases (American Academy of Matrimonial Lawyers 2014).

Although custody disputes of this nature reflect the important role of animals in people’s lives
and families, courts typically resolve these disputes based on one criterion: the property status of the
animal, or who the more rightful owner is. This is determined by who purchased the animal or paid
her adoption fee, typically without regard to quality of life factors such as who is the more involved
caregiver, has a closer bond with the animal, takes the animal to the vet, spends more time with the
animal, or does most of the purchasing of food, treats, and toys. In short, courts generally are not
required to consider an animal’s well-being or treat her differently from other marital property that
must be fairly divided in a divorce.

Because the legal dispensation of companion animals in divorce has historically been decided
no differently than the division of other jointly owned material assets (such as furniture, vehicles,
and other inanimate objects), the word “custody” is a misnomer in these cases. In legal terms, they
are about property distribution. For those who share their lives with animals, the prospect of a judge
treating a cherished animal in the same manner as a car or toaster often seems odd, even for attorneys:

The very first question posed to me as a new member of the bar some twenty-six years ago
was, “When a couple divorce, who gets custody of the dog?” Bewildered, I sought the advice
of a more experienced attorney. She supposed that custody of the dog would be awarded
to the individual who fed it, walked it, groomed it, took it to the veterinarian, and got up
at 6:30 A.M. to let it out. In short, she described a primary caregiver test that, although not
much articulated then, has come to be a force majeure in child custody cases. Her answer,
though logical, was almost certainly incorrect. A deep divide separates the attitude of most
families, who view pets as family members, from the law, which regards pets as chattels,
not different in kind from household property such as a sofa or coffee cup. For years courts
have successfully straddled this divide; however, the influx of pet ownership has shifted the
issue of pet custody to the forefront. (Britton 2006, pp. 1–2)

In addition to receiving heightened media attention in recent years,35 the issue of companion
animal custody has been evolving in the legal system. A growing number of courts have acknowledged
that people have a special relationship with their companion animals that is different from their
relationship with other types of inanimate property.

However, while judges have the discretion to consider a companion animal’s interests in divorce
proceedings—and some have done so—the legal norm is still to adhere to a strict property analysis.

34 It is again worth noting, the vast majority of these cruelty laws apply only to animals defined as companions. The same acts
that would be considered torture, abuse, or neglect in the case of a companion animal would usually not be prosecuted—or
in most cases even deemed illegal—if done to a farmed animal.

35 Glamour Magazine recently ran a series about millennial divorce, which included the article, “Your Marriage Is Over—Who
Gets Custody of the Pets?” (Wranke 2018).
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Some have speculated that reticence to employ a “best interests” standard, which is the norm in
child custody cases, in cases involving companion animals is due to judges’ reluctance to appear as
activists (Mele 2017). Also, in cases where courts have strayed from a strict property analysis—for
example, in awarding joint custody or visitation for an animal—appellate courts have sometimes
overturned the decision, on the grounds that the lower court lacked authority because animals are
property. The court’s reasoning in Bennett v. Bennett (1995) is typical:

While a dog may be considered by many to be a member of the family, under Florida law,
animals are considered to be personal property. There is no authority which provides for a
trial court to grant custody or visitation pertaining to personal property. While several states
have given family pets special status within dissolution proceedings, we think such a course
is unwise. Determinations as to custody and visitation lead to continuing enforcement and
supervision problems (as evidenced by the proceedings in the instant case). Our courts are
overwhelmed with the supervision of custody, visitation, and support matters related to the
protection of our children. We cannot undertake the same responsibility as to animals. While
the trial judge was endeavoring to reach a fair solution under difficult circumstances, we
must reverse the order relating to the custody of “Roddy,” and remand for the trial court to
award the animal pursuant to the dictates of the equitable distribution statute. (quoted in
Waisman et al. 2014, p. 552)

Although in the U.S. the most common approach to determining custody of companion animals
has been a strict property analysis, a number of courts have deviated from that standard in favor of a
“best interests of the animal” test (Rook 2014). However, this remains a murky legal area. Recently,
though, a new legislative trend empowering courts to take the well-being of animals into account in
divorce proceedings has emerged. These new laws are accelerating the shift already underway that is
challenging the strict property paradigm as applied to animals in custody cases.

In 2016, with a groundbreaking amendment to its divorce law, Alaska became the first state
to require judges to take into account the “well-being of the animal” in custody disputes. This law
was the first of its kind in the U.S. to expressly require courts to address the interests of companion
animals when deciding how to assign ownership in divorce and dissolution proceedings. It was also
the first to explicitly allow joint ownership of a companion animal. In 2017, Illinois enacted a similar
law (Pallotta 2017b, 2018b). California followed suit in 2018 with a weaker version that authorizes,
rather than requires, courts to take into account the care of companion animals. Despite it being
permissive rather than mandatory, California’s custody law still provides important guidance to courts
in distinguishing companion animals from other forms of property, where before there was none.

3.5. Tort Law and Valuation of Companion Animals in Wrongful Death

As financial spending on companion animals’ well-being has increased, a related question arises:
what is their value in civil lawsuits if wrongfully injured or killed? Because animals are legally defined
as personal property, the worth of a companion animal is generally restricted to his or her market value
(typically the animals’ purchase price or adoption fee). This is a limiting factor when we consider
whether the legal status of companion animals has kept pace with their increasing importance in society.

Although in tort cases involving humans, such as medical malpractice, the court may consider an
individual’s pain and suffering, when an animal is wrongfully injured or killed—for example, in cases
of veterinary malpractice—there is no legal mechanism to redress their pain and suffering because they
are generally not considered “persons” under the law. Therefore, tort lawsuits involving companion
animals typically must show the owner has been harmed and address the loss suffered by the human.

Three common types of tort cases include personal injury, injury to property, and injury to others
with whom the law recognizes a close relationship. While the wrongful death of a companion animal
does not constitute a personal injury (except in rare cases involving service animals, whom courts have
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conceptualized as being extensions of the human36), both of the latter two may be used to describe the
wrongful death of a companion animal. Generally, non-economic damages are not recoverable for
injury to property but can be recoverable for injury to another party with whom the law recognizes a
close relationship.

Some have argued that, despite their classification as property, it is more sensible to treat cases
where a companion animal is wrongfully killed as “wrongful death” rather than “destruction of
property” cases (Martin 2011, p. 939). This legal theory also better reflects the relationship many people
have with their companion animal, as “people do not plan memorial services, or invest in serious
medical treatment for their books or lawnmowers” (Hessler 2007).

Most people who consider their animal to be part of the family would balk at the idea of placing a
dollar value on their life, as they would with a human being. But this is the legal remedy available in
such cases, and it can be a confusing area of law when it comes to companion animals. It is beyond
the scope of this paper to attempt a succinct overview of this “muddled, but evolving, area of the
law” (Frasch et al. 2011, p. 142), but for purposes of this discussion, although there have been some
exceptions, companion animals’ designation as personal property has meant non-economic damages,
such as for loss of companionship or emotional distress, are generally not available in cases of wrongful
injury or death of an animal. Additionally, compensatory damages to cover economic losses such as
veterinary bills are typically limited to the animal’s “fair market value.”

Market value is calculated using economic factors such as purchase price, special training, pedigree,
and age of the animal. If an animal is negligently injured or killed, using the fair market value standard,
an owner would be eligible to recover the amount for which the animal could have been sold on the
open market. So, if your animal is a purebred for whom you paid thousands of dollars, you could
potentially recover that purchase cost. However, if you adopted your mixed breed dog from a shelter,
his or her economic worth would be minimal, especially if the animal were older. The market value
standard only allows recovery for the cost to “replace” that animal (as with other types of property)
and does not take into account the value of the special relationship that may exist with that unique
animal. Most courts have been unwilling to see beyond the traditional notion of “market value” for the
loss of a pet, despite their evolving social status (Favre 2003).

Many companion animals have little monetary worth using a strict economic analysis,
and replacing him or her with another animal of the same age and physical characteristics would
strike most animal guardians as absurd as the suggestion that a child could be replaced by having
another. Yet requests to add “sentimental value” or “loss of companionship” to the calculation of
actual value of an animal companion to the owner have typically been denied by the courts. Although
in a narrow set of circumstances, some courts and legislatures have allowed non-economic damages in
lawsuits involving harm to companion animals, the general rule is that companion animal owners
are not allowed to recover for mental or emotional distress due to their animal’s injury, because these
damages are not allowed in claims for damage to property (Seps 2010, p. 1345).

Although courts sometimes express remorse and empathy for animals and their owners, they
routinely declare that their hands are tied by common law. In Rabideau v. City of Racine, the court said
“we are uncomfortable with the law’s cold characterization of a dog as mere ‘property,’” yet proceeded
to use this characterization in its ruling, claiming it must apply the “established legal doctrine”
(Seps 2010, p. 1347). In this 2001 case, where an owner sued for negligent infliction of emotional
distress after a police officer shot her dog, the court further elaborated:

36 For example, in the case In the Matter of Lillian Kline, no. A-1788-95T5 (N.J. Super. Ct. App. Div. 12 July 1996), a service
dog’s owner was permitted recovery under New Jersey’s crime victim compensation law although it was her service dog
and not herself who was attacked by teenagers throwing stones; Ms. Kline was not injured and in fact witnessed the attack
from inside her home. In allowing recovery, the court concluded “in view of the function of the dog as a veritable extension
of the appellant’s own body, an injury to the dog is tantamount to an injury to the appellant’s person.” The court went on to
analogize a trained service dog to an artificial limb (Waisman et al. 2014, pp. 525–26).
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Labeling a dog “property” fails to describe the value human beings place upon the
companionship that they enjoy with the dog. A companion dog is not a fungible item,
equivalent to other items of personal property. A companion dog is not a living room sofa or
dining room furniture. This term inadequately and inaccurately describes the relationship
between a human and a dog . . . Nevertheless, the law characterizes the dog as personal
property . . . to the extent this opinion uses the term “property” in describing how humans
value the dogs they live with, it is done only as means of applying established legal doctrine
to the facts of this case. (quoted in Waisman et al. 2014, pp. 171–72)

From a policy perspective, some have argued that adding broad emotion-based damages for
companion animals would increase the cost of veterinary care and other companion animal services due
to increased liability (Goldberg 2013). In addition to the purported limits of established legal doctrine,
courts (including the above) have also employed slippery slope concerns about “opening the floodgates
of litigation” to justify decisions to not include animals in the sphere of close family relationships
eligible for recovery of noneconomic damages. Thus, although the court in Rabideau v. City of Racine
sympathized with the notion that animals are more than mere property, it nevertheless determined
that “since emotional distress cases are limited to a closed set of close family members, pets cannot fit
into that category” and held that “allowing emotional distress claims by a pet’s human companion
enter[s] a field that has no sensible or just stopping point’” (Schwartz and Laird 2006, p. 255).

This highlights an interesting question in considering the place of companion animals in tort
law. How do we conceptualize the human–companion animal relationship: are they best friends or
family members? This makes a difference in cases of injury or death of humans, and the categories are
not interchangeable.

Recovery of damages in cases of wrongful death or injury to a human tends to be restricted to
spouses, parents, and children (and sometimes minor siblings). Many other close relationships are
excluded. For example, damages are not typically available for the death of a best friend. Therefore,
some legal experts note that expanding this area of tort law to include companion animals would
“elevate” relationships with animals above other close human relationships that are not currently
eligible to receive recovery for non-economic damages:

Another unintended consequence of expanding non-economic damages is the fact that
human-animal relationships would be elevated above many human-human relationships,
a truly bizarre result. Recovery for negligent infliction of emotional distress is generally
limited to very close relationships, such as spouses, children, or parents . . . Grandparents,
aunts, fiancés, and friends generally cannot recover emotional distress damages, regardless
of how close these individuals were with the deceased. Expanding non-economic damages
to the human-animal relationship would deem it to be more important than those
human–human relationships. (Cook and Hochstadt 2009, p. 35)

Other critics of expanding damages for the loss of an animal companion cite public policy
considerations regarding potentially increased caseloads on already burdened courts. The “floodgates
of litigation” concern is frequently raised in objection to efforts to expand legal protections for animals,
or their status under the law. Although it is an oft-cited argument, whether expanding these remedies
would in fact lead to excessive litigation is the subject of debate. Some experts argue that predictions of
excessive recoveries, fraudulent claims, or a flood of litigation are a red herring—“theoretically unsound
and empirically disproven” (Martin 2011, p. 256). Others point to Hawaii as a counterexample:

The “floodgates of litigation” concern would seem to be addressed by past history in Hawaii,
a jurisdiction unique in the fact that for approximately 16 years recovery of emotional
distress damages for harm to property was permitted. . . . Throughout the entire 16 year
period during which individuals could seek emotional distress damages for negligent harm
to their companion animals . . . [there was one] single published case on the issue and
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there is no commentary in the literature regarding an onslaught of animal injury cases.
(Frasch et al. 2011, p. 111)

It is worth noting that the Hawaii statute (which has since been abolished—though not as a result
of litigation over companion animals37) addressed damage to property, yet still allowed recovery for
mental distress. This highlights the viability of disparate approaches in this area. While a “wrongful
death” claim may more accurately reflect the relationship between a caregiver and his dog, abolishing
the property status of companion animals or redefining them as “family members” in the common
law or legislature is not necessary to allow for recovery of damages beyond fair market value in tort
law. This informs the wider debate over whether the abolition of animals’ property status is the best
(or only) path forward to securing greater protections and recognition of their interests under the law.

Beyond unwillingness to elevate the status of animals in the legal system, it is also important to
note that courts have shown a general reluctance to award damages for mental pain and suffering—not
just in cases involving animals. And as noted above, the category of humans who can recover damages
for emotional distress or loss of companionship is usually quite circumscribed and limited to close
family relationships. Best friends, roommates, unmarried partners, and many others are typically
excluded from making these claims, regardless of how close or family-like their relationship is.

Yet, some courts have begun to stray from the traditional treatment of animals as property in
these cases and consider them more as “family-like persons” (Seps 2010). Although damages that
have been awarded for non-economic harm such as emotional distress and loss of companionship
have often been minimal, some animal law experts predict “as the human/companion animal bond is
increasingly being recognized in society and in the courts, awards in the future [will] more accurately
reflect this evolution” (Frasch et al. 2011, p. 104).

3.6. Wills and Trusts for Companion Animals

Interest among guardians in providing for their companion animals in the event of the guardian’s
death or incapacitation is not a new phenomenon. The legal recognition of such arrangements,
however, is a more recent development. In the past, owners frequently encountered legal obstacles
when attempting to provide for the care of their animals through a will or trust, but recent changes in
the law authorizing what are commonly called “pet trusts” represent a significant shift in this area
(Aflatooni 2011; Hirschfeld 2007).

Pet trusts are distinct from bequeathing an animal to another person as property in a will. Trusts
provide a sum of money to a designated caregiver and can include specific instructions pertaining to
exercise, recreation, veterinary visits, diet, and other aspects of care for a companion animal. Until
recently, most states did not formally allow trusts for animals—which means that although a person
could create one, they were unenforceable if challenged:

Under traditional trusts and estate law, a pet owner could do little to ensure that their
animal would be provided for properly after the owner’s death. Those who did attempt to
create some sort of “trust,” ran into legal problems because animals are considered a type
of property and the pet could not legally be a beneficiary to a trust. (American Veterinary
Medical Association 2018)

37 “Years later, as part of sweeping tort reform prompted by the numerous property damage claims after a hurricane, the state
legislature statutorily abolished emotional distress claims arising solely from damage to property” (Frasch et al. 2011, p. 111).
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However, this area of law has evolved relatively quickly in response to changing social norms.38

With the addition of Minnesota in 2016, all 50 states and the District of Columbia now have pet trust
laws on their books, enabling owners to create legally sanctioned and enforceable arrangements for the
care and maintenance of their animal companion.

Pet trust statutes, like animal cruelty statutes, are among the few areas of law that vividly
distinguish companion animals from ordinary property. Some have argued it therefore follows that the
wrongful “destruction” of companion animals (as in tort cases discussed above) should be compensated
differently than the destruction of other property (Martin 2011, p. 951). However, as discussed in the
preceding section, this is not typically the case. Whether that is primarily due to courts’ inflexible view
of animals as property or reflects an unwillingness to expand tort law generally (or both) is subject
to debate.

It should be noted that, despite general shifts in societal norms regarding animals, efforts to
elevate their status in the legal system is not universally perceived as a positive turn. For some,
it is a cause for alarm. Obvious dissenters include industries that profit from animal exploitation,
but even constituencies that serve animals have competing interests that provoke disagreement
about trends in animal law. For example, the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA)
has opposed legislation that it perceives could be harmful to the veterinary profession and to the
professional and financial interests of its members (for example, recovery of non-economic damages in
veterinary malpractice cases). Industry front groups that feign interest in defending animals’ interests
(e.g., the National Animal Interest Alliance39) also actively lobby against even modest animal protection
reforms and oppose any efforts to elevate the legal status of animals in defense of owners’ absolute
right over their “property.”

4. Countertrends: Companion Animals as Expendable

The previous sections underscored areas of society and law where the emerging status of
companion animals as family members is beginning to be recognized. Although there has been some
improvement in the legal system, with courts and legislatures recognizing that companion animals are
distinct from other types of property, animals are in many ways still treated as property under the
law. Therefore, the argument that the legal system has not kept pace with changing social norms or
advances in cognitive ethology has merit. But how disparate are the dual frameworks of animals as
family and animals as property? And can they comfortably and coherently coexist?

Although companion animals receive the most legal protections of all animals in the U.S.,
significant limitations exist even within this relatively privileged class when it comes to treatment
under the law. Similarly, when we take a closer look at the cultural construction of companion animals
as family members, contradictions emerge, revealing a status in flux.

4.1. Family According to Whom?

A number of opinion polls have demonstrated the importance of companion animals in people’s
lives. For example, the Harris Poll cited above found that 95 percent of pet owners considered their
animal to be a family member in 2015, up from 88 percent in 2007. The American Pet Products
Association (APPA) annual survey, which reports similar findings, is also cited frequently in media
reports about the special status of pets (APPA 2018).

38 In addition, despite the unique and nontraditional characteristics of pet trusts, they have earned widespread acceptance and
been adopted relatively quickly compared to other novel types of trusts (Vokolek 2008).

39 The National Animal Interest Alliance is an industry-funded lobbying organization for animal commerce and agribusiness
based in Portland, Oregon. Board members “representing breeding, agribusiness, hunting, horse racing, rodeos, circuses
and vivisection industries appear to be so concerned about ‘animal rights extremism’ that virtually any attempt at humane
advocacy falls neatly into this category” (The Center for Media & Democracy 2011, https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/
National_Animal_Interest_Alliance).
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Those are just the metaphorical tip of the iceberg with regard to polls indicating that people’s
relationship with their animal companions more closely approximates that of a close friend or family
member than property. Here, I will include just a small sample. The Pew Research Center found
that 85 percent of dog owners and 78 percent of cat owners consider their pet to be a member of the
family (Pew Research Center 2006). In a 2018 survey commissioned by Mercure, a dog-friendly chain
of hotels, 53 percent of the 2000 people polled said they preferred spending time with their pet than
with a human companion (Bailey 2018). An online survey of 1166 American dog owners conducted by
dog food manufacturer Beneful found that “nearly all American dog owners surveyed consider their
beloved pups a part of their family (97 percent) and one of their best friends (93 percent)” (Purina 2016).
In an online survey of dog owners conducted by Kelton Global, 83 percent consider their dog to be
their best friend (Kelton Global 2017). An earlier study found that 99 percent of pet owners consider
their pets family members (Voith 1985). Surveys of pet owner attitudes conducted by the American
Animal Hospital Association (AAHA) found that 83 percent refer to themselves as their animal’s mom
or dad (AAHA 2001) and half would prefer their dog (40 percent) or cat (10 percent) as their only
companion if stranded on a desert island (AAHA 2004). Finally, genogram drawings in which they
are asked to sketch their important family members have revealed that young children consider their
companion animals to be part of the family (Walsh 2009).

The Kelton poll mentioned above also found that adult Americans perceive a change in the status
and treatment of companion animals since they were children:

It appears that in the minds of the Americans who responded to the survey, dogs are
becoming more important as family members, particularly as children. Most recognize that
this represents a change in attitude since nearly 60% believe that their dogs are currently
more important in their lives than were the dogs that they had during their childhood days.
Two out of three also feel that they are more caring and treat their pet dogs better than did
their mother and father. (Coren 2011)

Despite the general finding that people who own companion animals say they are family members,
opinion polls are limited in what they can tell us, simply because what people say in polls (or in casual
conversations) and what they do in real life are not always the same. Additionally, not all polls are
conducted in a scientific manner. Though there may be a cultural truth underlying such surveys,
the statistics they yield can be suspect.

It is something you say. Everybody says it. “Pets are part of the family!” is a mantra of the
media, the pet industry, and even the academic veterinary literature . . . So, I dug in a little
and tried to track down where the “90% of pets are family” data came from. This sound
bite—and that’s really all it is—comes from an online survey of 1200 pet owners, conducted
by the American Pet Products Association—so, basically a marketing survey done on people
who purchase pet products. This does not count as “data.” (Pierce 2015)

In addition, many dogs are kept as guard, breeding, or yard dogs, rather than companions. These
owners might not be reached by—or may choose not to respond to—marketing or other online surveys
asking about the family status of animals. Further, people who own companion animals but do not
treat them like family are likely underrepresented in convenience samples drawn from companion
animal-centric settings such as vet hospitals or dog parks.

Though reliable quantitative data may be limited, qualitative studies incorporating ethnography,
participant observation, and interviews have repeatedly demonstrated the importance of companion
animals in people’s lives (Brooks et al. 2018; Reisbig et al. 2017; Charles 2016; Brooks et al. 2016, 2018;
Irvine 2013; Maharaj and Haney 2014; Cavanaugh et al. 2008). However, broad conclusions are typically
limited when looking at qualitative studies, which tend to use smaller sample sizes, case studies, or
a particular social setting to focus on describing and understanding specific experiences and social
phenomena, rather than counting and measuring large-scale numerical data.
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In addition, sites where participants are recruited for qualitative studies can introduce a
self-selection bias. For example, a study that recruited participants from among clients at a large urban
veterinary hospital found that 85 percent considered their animals to be family members (Cohen 2002).
However, their presence at the vet hospital already marks these respondents as potentially more
responsible animal caregivers than the general population of those who own pets.

Due to the limitations inherent in both qualitative and quantitative research, and because the
underlying questions driving each tend to be different, a combination of both methodologies yields
the richest insights about social phenomena like the meaning of companion animals in people’s
lives. Qualitative studies can provide deep insights about meaning attribution and interpretation that
cannot be captured through quantitative methods, which, when conducted properly, can provide a
“big picture” snapshot of larger populations and broad trends through statistics that are generalizable.

However, the lack of reliable data about companion animals as family members—and deeper
questions, such as what that term means to those who agree with such a statement—highlights a central
question: how widespread is the family member conceptualization, really? And, a more troubling
question: What proportion of those who claim their animals are family members actually treat them as
such, with the care and respect befitting such a status?40

4.2. Provisional Status as Family

All social science research has limitations because social phenomena are messy. People notoriously
hold and employ contradictory beliefs, attitudes, and actions simultaneously. Even the most scientifically
solid surveys cannot accurately predict human behavior, for the simple fact that reported attitudes and
actual behavior often diverge. People who call their dog or cat a family member now may still get
rid of them in the future. I wrote the following on my personal blog in 2009, around the time I began
seriously thinking about this issue, particularly in the context of the cultural trope of “unconditional
love” as attributed to companion animals:

What got me started thinking about this most recently was an ad I saw on the Portland
Craigslist. I never go on the “pets” section of CL, but I was looking for something specific and
while there I was surprised and depressed to see all the “free to good home” ads (surprised
because for some reason I thought CL disallowed this type of listing, but apparently they
only prohibit sales of animals). Out of curiosity, I clicked on a listing that advertised a free
pair of Weimaraners. The ad showed a picture of two dogs, a mother and son, and contained
a story about how the owner had fallen on rough times during the recent “economic storm”
and could no longer keep these cherished family members. After a few paragraphs detailing
the charms of the breed and of these two dogs in particular, the person giving her dogs away
had the gall to list as a requirement that the new owner love them “unconditionally.” Holy
shit—are you kidding me? (Pallotta 2009)

Pierce articulates a similar sentiment via a notable encounter she relayed in Psychology Today:

The other day, I was with my two dogs, Maya and Bella, at one my local parks. I was throwing
the ball for Bella and letting Maya nibble on grass. Maya started barking at a woman walking
past. I apologized for Maya’s rude behavior—she doesn’t always follow the conventions
of human etiquette—and the woman was very nice and said “Don’t worry about it. I’m a
dog person.” She went on to tell me about a Manchester Terrier she had had and how much
she had adored the dog. She said that watching Bella chase reminded her of him; and she

40 An obvious parallel with humans in the family comes to mind. It is certainly not the case that all human family members are
treated well, so bestowing care and respect is not a necessary prerequisite for a sincere attribution of family status. Vulnerable
members of the family such as children are particularly susceptible to maltreatment. But whether society recognizes certain
behaviors as abuse when it comes to animals—e.g., less obvious forms of neglect and lack of consideration for animals’
needs versus overt acts of cruelty—is another question.
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pressed her hands over her heart, in an “I love you” sign. And she told me and how her little
terrier was obsessed with balls. He would stand at the top of the stairs and drop the ball and
watch it bounce all the way down; then retrieve the ball and do it again. Then she said, “I got
rid of him when I moved.” On the outside, I kept a poker face and said something trite like
“That’s too bad.” And inside, I’m thinking to myself, WTF? This dog is part of your family
and when you move you just get rid of him? Now, I know this sounds just as judgmental as
hell, but seriously: what does “pets are family” really mean? (Pierce 2015)

While the status of animals as family members has gained cultural legitimacy, do the majority of
Americans accept and live by this definition in their daily lives? Or do animal advocates see what they
want to see, and what is reflected in our homes? A casual glance at popular media may suggest that
pet pampering and anthropomorphism have run amok and that we have entered a new era in which
companion animals are treated as well as children. And the fact is, some people do both cherish and
respect their animal companions and try to give them the best possible life within the confines of an
anthropocentric society.

Yet, the fact remains that “pet as family” is a vulnerable status that can be removed at will.
Obviously, no other family member relationship can be so easily dissolved. Even divorce (which
involves a voluntary relationship) is a legal process involving the state, and parents are typically not
allowed to drop their children off at a shelter facility. And in cases of estranged siblings or parents,
where a choice is made to sever the relationship socially, these relationships are still recognized by law
(although the specific legal definitions of these kinship relationships vary by state).

While the everyday understanding of animals as kin is not a new phenomenon (Charles 2014),
it is a more recent development that people have begun to openly include their pets as part of the
family (Irvine and Cilia 2017). However, the fact remains that multi-species kinship and a post-human
family model have yet to be recognized by the law.

The provisional cultural status of family intersects with the legal status of animals. The fact that
animals, as property, lack fundamental legal rights reinforces the precarious and often ephemeral
nature of their position in the family, which can be eliminated by the more powerful members at any
time. The termination of pseudo-family privileges can have dire, at times fatal, consequences for
companion animals who find themselves without a home.41

The term “flexible personhood” captures the limits, inconsistencies, and potentially fleeting nature
of animals’ place in the human family:

Pets are treated as loving and loved members of the family, very similar to small children.
At the same time, long-term ethnographic research reveals that many loving relationships
with animals do not endure: when life changes and unexpected situations pose obstacles to
the human-animal love, the people involved may redefine or terminate it. Pets are treated as
“flexible persons” or “emotional commodities”; they are loved and incorporated into human
lives but can at any moment be demoted and moved outside of the home and the family.
(Shir-Vertesh 2012, p. 420)

4.3. Culture Shift or Cultural Myth? Animal Neglect and Commodification

As we have seen, family member status for dogs and cats is not backed by the force of law. However,
neither is this status supported by social consensus. Although the social construction of animals as
family has undoubtedly gained traction in recent years, it is not the only framework through which to
view the position of companion animals in society. Pierce (2016) argues the cultural narrative of “pets as
family” is just that—a narrative, used to support the multibillion dollar-per-year pet industry, built on a
fragile foundation of inflated statistics derived from leading questions, with little underlying substance.

41 Approximately 1.5 million (or 23 percent) of the 6.5 million dogs and cat who enter shelters in the U.S. are killed (ASPCA n.d.).
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Sure, some pets truly are woven into the lives of families, but Pierce is saying that when
we hear the pets-as-family line over and over, we should recognize it for what it is: a hard
corporate sell. As she puts it: “A gossamer pets-are-family thread has been woven over the
ugliness.” What ugliness? According to Pierce: At least 30 percent of “family” dogs and cats
never once visit a veterinarian; lonely animals are confined to tanks, cages or backyards;
high rates of animal cancer occur owing to the poor quality of pet food; people have sex with
animals, including at animal brothels, at shocking rates; the “euthanasia” deaths carried out
at animal shelters often aren’t good deaths at all. (quoted in King 2016)

Returning to the crux of the matter, “companion animal as family member” is an elective and in
many cases temporary status which is bestowed at the will and whim of a benevolent powerholder
upon a vulnerable animal who lacks practical autonomy42 and cannot define (or leave) the situation.
This provisional status can be taken away just as easily as it was given. For the small subset of
animal guardians who not only consider their animals to be family but also care for them responsibly
by addressing their species-specific needs, the inclusion of an animal into the family is meaningful
and significant. Still others proclaim their animal is family while letting them languish in neglectful
circumstances, which may be intentional or the result of careless ignorance on the part of the caregiver.
Either way, the outcome is the same for the animal trapped in a home where their basic physical and
psychological needs are ignored.

A parallel could be drawn to human children, who also have minimal autonomy and agency
in the family and are susceptible to neglect and mistreatment. Not all families are functional and
not all parents, whether “pet parents” or parents of human children, are responsible and good. Yet,
a fundamental difference is that the human child’s agency will build over time as they grow up; one
day they can leave the situation. An animal never will, unless she runs away43—which is obviously
a perilous proposition for an animal in human society. She could be hit by a car, put to death in a
shelter facility, picked up by someone who will abuse or harm her, die of starvation, and the list goes
on. A companion animal without an owner is extremely vulnerable—though depending on the owner,
the animal may be in just as much danger under their “protection,” which is precisely the double-edged
sword of property status.

Countless dogs—fundamentally social creatures who crave companionship—are forced to live in
isolation and/or at the end of a chain, rope, or other containment device. Although some jurisdictions
have enacted laws against tethering, they are under-enforced. Or an owner may unchain their dog to
comply with a tether law, only to leave them isolated in a small pen instead, which does not address
the animal welfare issue (Logan 2013). Animal neglect is usually a misdemeanor that can be difficult to
charge because animal neglect laws mandate only minimal standards of care—typically just requiring
an animal has water, food, and some form of shelter from the elements.44 These laws do not address
important social, physical, and psychological needs such as companionship, exercise, and mental
stimulation.45 Further, while overt abuse is more evident, there is not a social consensus on what

42 I use “practical autonomy” to distinguish between the capacity for autonomy (which companion animals possess) and the
ability to exercise it in a meaningful way (which they are generally denied).

43 This is not to suggest that animals cannot have agency. My point is that they lack practical autonomy, which is to say
the barriers in human society to companion and captive animals exercising their agency to any significant degree are so
many and so total as to render the concept essentially meaningless. However, although their efforts are almost always
thwarted by those in power (i.e., any human in the situation), animals do resist. For more on this issue, see Fear of the Animal
Planet: The Hidden History of Animal Resistance (Hribal 2010) and “Animals Without Borders: Farmed Animal Resistance in
New York” (Colling 2014).

44 See “Animal Neglect Facts: State and Local Law” (Animal Legal Defense Fund n.d.d).
45 While the discussion here has been mostly limited to dogs and cats, other species of animals are bought and sold as pets,

and they most likely suffer even more. According to Pierce: “When kept alone in a small cage, birds, small mammals like
hamsters and gerbils, and even fish lack adequate physical, mental, and social stimulation. Solitary confinement of human
prisoners is considered a violation of basic human rights, yet this is essentially what we do to some of our pet animals”
(quoted in King 2016).
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constitutes neglect. However, the more we learn about the mental and emotional capacities of animals
and their ability to suffer psychologically, the clearer it becomes that many are enduring lives of
quiet neglect.

Beyond the neglectful treatment of animals trapped in homes (or confined in yards) with people
who ignore them or fail to attend to their needs, it is commonplace for healthy dogs and cats to be killed
each day in shelter facilities due to lack of space and available homes. On the other hand, “no-kill”
shelters are criticized for warehousing animals who do not have a realistic chance of being adopted
and end up sentenced to life in substandard kennel conditions for years on end, which may prolong
their suffering while they wait for a “forever home” that never comes. And owners still relinquish
their companion animals for reasons that would seem nonsensical if applied to someone who was
a true family member, such as moving, new family member (e.g., a baby), or correctable behavior
issues. Doubtless some of these issues are exacerbated by social policy—for example, the difficulty and
expense of finding rental housing that does not prohibit companion animals (notably, this practice is
illegal in some jurisdictions outside the U.S.). However, the fact remains that in this sense, the treatment
of dogs and cats in society is, unfortunately, exactly in sync with their property designation.

Also worth noting is that the overall increase in financial expenditures on companion animals
discussed above does not tell the whole story. While many individuals who are not well-off make
financial sacrifices to care for their companion animals, others abandon them in tough times. In 2014,
USA Today reported an increase in owners choosing “economic euthanasia” for their animals as vet
costs have risen:

At the Thomas Beath Veterinary Clinic in Fredericksburg, Va., two-thirds of the pets put to
sleep every week are euthanized for economic reasons, clinic owners say. “I’ve never seen
as many people lining up to turn over pets,” says Kumpf, former executive director of the
National Animal Control Association. “It’s heart-wrenching to see so many people come
through the door.” (McGinnis and McElhaney 2014)

Further detracting from the pets as family narrative, despite the fact that many dogs and cats who
enter shelter facilities are put to death, it is still legal to breed and sell them.46 That it is both legal
and socially acceptable for animals to be bought and sold sharply highlights their property status and
reinforces the attitude that they are disposable commodities.47

4.4. “No-Pets” Policies

As seen to tragic effect in disasters like Hurricane Katrina,48 guardians of companion animals are
also prohibited from boarding public transit with their animals in the U.S.49 This is not the case globally.

46 Precise data is difficult to obtain, but some sources say approximately 670,000 dogs and 860,000 cats are put to death in
shelters annually (ASPCA n.d.). Other estimates place that number higher, and calculate that 2.7 million of the 7.6 million
animals who enter shelters annually in the U.S. are killed (Fox 2014).

47 A growing number of jurisdictions, including two states as of 2019 (Maryland and California), have enacted laws
banning the retail sale of dogs and cats, which mandate that any animals sold in pet stores come from rescue agencies.
The impetus for these laws is to combat puppy and kitten mills, and they still allow people to purchase animals from
individual breeders. Even without retail sales bans, cities like Portland, San Francisco, New York City, and many others
have made tremendous strides in reducing the killing of healthy, adoptable animals in shelter facilities. See https:
//www.sfspca.org/who-we-are/successes (San Francisco—93% live release rate); http://www.oregonhumane.org/resources-
publications/end-petlessness-more/ (Portland—98% adoption rate; one of the best in the nation); http://www.nytimes.com/
2016/01/21/nyregion/animal-adoptions-rise-amid-reforms-at-new-yorks-shelters.html (New York City—euthanasia rate is
not as low as the former two cities but has drastically improved).

48 Hurricane Katrina, which devastated the Gulf Coast and especially the city of New Orleans in 2005, was a tragic background
against which the tension between animals as family and animals as property was highlighted. During the storm, companion
animals were not allowed on most rescue vehicles or in shelters. When ordered to leave their companion animals behind,
many residents refused to evacuate. One survey found that 44 percent of the storm’s human victims who chose not to
evacuate did so because they were unwilling to abandon their animals (Fritz Institute 2006). Other residents were forcibly
separated from their companion animals—some at gunpoint—by emergency responders.

49 This does not apply to designated service animals, who are allowed broad access to public spaces and other accommodations
under the federal Americans with Disabilities Act, and are defined differently under the law than family pets.
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For example, throughout Europe, dogs and cats are allowed on many trains and buses. In addition to
public transportation, the list of spaces in society from which companion animals are legally barred
includes much rental housing, most commercial establishments, and trails in all national parks and
some state parks (for example, all state parks in California prohibit pets).

“No-pets” restrictions in rental housing and public transportation, in particular, disproportionately
affect poor and working-class individuals. It is not only more difficult to find animal-friendly rental
housing, but also often more expensive. In addition to simply having far fewer choices, some landlords
charge extra “pet rent” or nonrefundable deposits. A study examining the reasons people relinquish
their companion animals found that “for respondents who rented, housing reasons were the number
one reason for re-homing, and for respondents of lower income, they were significantly more likely to
re-home due to cost and housing issues as opposed to pet-related issues” (Weiss et al. 2015).50

In addition, the inability to take your companion animal on the bus might not be important to
a person who owns a car, but for people whose mobility depends on public transportation, it is a
hardship, as well as a barrier to responsible guardianship.51 How do you transport your animal to a
vet, out for a hike, or to a friend’s house or park that is not within easy walking distance (or accessible
via wheelchair or other assistive device for those with disabilities)?

These policies not only contribute to the loneliness and isolation of companion animals52 but are
also likely to discourage responsible people from adopting an animal. So it is with “no-pets” clauses in
rental leases: those predisposed to be the best guardians will take into account the fact that they may
at some point have trouble finding housing that permits companion animals and—not wanting to be
forced to give up their animal in that situation—choose to defer adoption to the day when they own
their own house. Having a companion animal is a privilege, not a right, but prohibitive companion
animal policies should be reformed if as a society we do not want to restrict animal adoption and
responsible guardianship to only the most affluent socioeconomic classes.53

5. The Legal Status of Companion Animals Enables their Treatment as Expendable

While in many cases the law has lagged behind emerging social norms and current scientific
understanding regarding companion animals, the preceding section has revealed a secondary area
of dissonance: their cultural status. While companion animals are increasingly referred to as family
members in common parlance, the practices and beliefs underlying this sentiment are in flux. And not
everyone shares this sentiment. While a subset of those who share their lives with companion animals
treat them with respect, care, and dignity, others invoke the label “family member” as more of a
rhetorical than substantive statement, and still others would not consider an animal they own to be
part of the family at all. Thus, the cultural status of companion animals is unstable.

One function of the law is to “take a side” when social norms are in conflict—crowding out some
and reinforcing others (Carbonara 2017). The legal status of companion animals as property dampens
rather than accelerates the transition currently underway toward greater awareness of, and respect,
for their subjectivity as individual beings rather than replaceable objects. The increasing prevalence of
the family member label is a symbol of this shifting awareness, though the transition is not complete.
Many people still treat their companion animals as expendable. This group—unless they run afoul

50 Not all of these animals received new homes. The study’s authors defined “re-home” broadly and included relinquishment
to shelters.

51 This applies mostly to medium- and large-sized dogs, since small dogs and cats are permitted if they are in a carrier that fits
on the caregiver’s lap.

52 This applies specifically to dogs, since most cats have neither the need nor desire to accompany their caregivers around
town. However, cats have separate and significant welfare issues associated with whether they are kept as “outdoor” or
“indoor” cats.

53 This is by no means to suggest that affluent individuals take better care of their companion animals, but merely to
acknowledge that socioeconomic barriers to responsible animal guardianship exist. Housing and transportation are two
basic human necessities, and having to rely on public transit or rent a home with nonhuman family members significantly
restricts available options due to existing social policies.
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of the minimal protections offered by animal cruelty and neglect statutes—are typically acting in
accordance with the law.

Property status enables and reinforces social practices that devalue animals, but law does not
dictate culture. Only when social norms change sufficiently—that is, when more people begin to treat
their animals like true family members, with all of the care and attention that entails—is it likely we
will see significant change in the legal system.

However, because the relationship between law and social norms is multidirectional, changing the
legal status of animals—e.g., redefining them as other-than-property—may be equally important. This
is in part due to the law’s expressive function, which can shape group values and norms (Nadler 2017).
If the simple act of criminalizing conduct can sometimes reduce its prevalence, even in the absence of
enforcement (Rachlinski 2000, p. 1544), would reclassifying animals as something other than property
inspire better treatment and greater respect for their interests?

5.1. Beyond Property

The title of this article, chattel or child, refers to the dual and at times contradictory social
construction of companion animals in the private versus public spheres. Tension exists between the
ascendant private understanding of animals as family and their classification as property in the public
realm of law and policy. Yet, as we have seen, even within the private sphere of the home duality
exists, with some treating their animal companions as family and others treating them more like the
objects they for the most part are in the U.S. legal system.

Focusing on the child or chattel distinction, animals are not unique in being placed in this position.
Human children were themselves defined as chattel for much of history, as were other categories of
people. Although opinions abound about the relationship between property status and animal protection,
the question remains: can a family member also be property? Reflecting on the case of married women,
who at one time had a “legal nonexistence” similar to chattel, and children, who historically were
considered the property of their parents, the answer seems to be yes (Waisman et al. 2014, pp. 42, 45).
In the current case of companion animals, they are in a position of subjugation similar to that of children
and women in the classic patriarchal household before their legal rights were expanded. Yet, children
and women were eventually given greater legal rights and redefined as non-property. Will we one day
view the classification of sentient nonhuman animals as “legal things” as unenlightened, similar to the
way we now view this characterization of human beings?

While the debate over the legal status of animals has often been framed in dualistic terms—property
or personhood—some argue that an entity can be both; being property does not mean you cannot also be
a person under the law (M. Liebman, personal conversation, 28 January 2019). The fact that corporations
and ships can be both property and persons highlights that these categories are not mutually exclusive.
In rejecting this binary, Fernandez (2019) argues for a quasi-property/quasi-personhood approach
that reformulates the status of nonhuman animals in terms of both property and personhood. Others
eschew the property/person categorization altogether in favor of an approach that focuses on animals’
capabilities (Nussbaum 2018a; Satz 2009), their status as vulnerable subjects (Deckha 2015), or a different
concept for legal subjectivity such as “selfhood” (Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011) or “beingnness”
(Deckha 2017).

Whether defined as property or legal persons, animals could have the right to participate in
legal proceedings through a guardian, surrogate, or other representative.54 Courts adjudicate issues
concerning young children and adults with severe cognitive disabilities55 on a regular basis using this

54 Animal protection laws could also be “amended to grant a private cause of action against those who violate them, so as
to allow private claimants, either human beings or animals, to supplement currently weak agency enforcement efforts”
(Sunstein 2000, p. 1336).

55 This is not to suggest that animals are cognitively impaired, but they obviously do not understand human social institutions
like the legal system, and cannot speak in the language of the court. Therefore, surrogacy is required.
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mechanism.56 Despite this method being well-established, courts have thus far rarely allowed its use
on behalf of animals. Therefore, although legal standing for animals theoretically does not have to
be an obstacle, in reality it has been. As discussed above, some cracks have begun to appear in the
judicial foundation, but the longstanding status of animals as property has thus far proven to be a
significant barrier to their interests being represented in court.57

Although skeptics commonly invoke images of fearsome slippery slopes when the issue of animal
personhood is raised, it is also worth recalling that “person” is a legal fiction not currently reserved for
human beings.58 As mentioned above, ships and corporations (and recently, entities of nature such
as rivers) have been defined as persons under the law for limited purposes. Given that ships and
corporations are not sentient, it seems especially archaic that animals are still defined as property rather
than persons. Yet, to the extent that we as a species slaughter billions of animals per year, and wish to
continue to do so, the specter of a slippery slope may have less to do with the line separating humans
from all other animals, and more to do with the bright line we are invested in keeping firm between
companion animals and farmed animals.

In thinking about the best path forward, it is also important to consider whether property status is,
in fact, more protective than oppressive for companion animals. In critiquing the concept of “owner,”59

Pierce ponders her dog:

At the same time, the fact that Maya is my property isn’t all bad. In practical terms, it is
a good thing. It means no one can take her from me. As long as animals are considered
property, they will not gain legal protection as “persons," but their status as property offers a
tiny thread of protection. (Pierce 2016, p. 215)60

Undoubtedly, this is true. For companion animals fortunate enough to have responsible and
attentive guardians, property status can be protective. And some of the reforms discussed in the next
section could be construed as extending owner rights, not animal rights (e.g., access to rental housing
and public transit). But for companion animals with neglectful and careless guardians, this status is
detrimental. Beyond concerns for the well-being of individual animals, defining animals as property
contributes to a cultural narrative that legitimizes and reinforces their negligent treatment. While the
average person may not be aware of the precise legal status of animals, this status frames our social
relations with animals and defines what is acceptable within a cultural context that, like the proverbial
water in which fishes swim, we do not need to be consciously aware of to be profoundly affected by.

Whether property status is abolished, a hybrid personhood/property model is adopted, or a third
status altogether comes to ascendancy, we must move beyond property when considering companion
animals’ place in the legal system.

56 Connecticut’s so-called Desmond’s Law comes close, but allows court-appointed advocates to represent the interests of
“justice” in animal cruelty cases, not the animals themselves (Pallotta 2017a).

57 Property status, rather than being construed as the underlying problem, can also be considered a symptom of the fact that
most people and institutions are unwilling or unready to commit to taking the claims of animals seriously. This lack of
readiness is manifest in the still-viable social construction of animals as expendable. While property status arose from
dominant beliefs and practices, once it was codified into law, this understanding of animals became reified. The symptom
and the problem are now essentially the same; property classification in the law has a circular ossifying effect on the culture,
mutually reinforcing this understanding and making it harder to change.

58 In confronting the slippery slope, sentience, or the ability to feel or perceive, seems like a rational and reasonably low bar.
For animals about whom we are not sure, we can give the benefit of the doubt in our daily interactions, but the law can use
current scientific knowledge as its basis, with updates via legislation and the common law as needed—as happens in the case of
new scientific findings about humans. For example, in 2005 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the death penalty for juveniles
is unconstitutional in light of recent research on brain development. For a summary of this research, see the amicus brief
submitted in this case by the American Psychological Association: https://www.apa.org/about/offices/ogc/amicus/roper.pdf.

59 The concept of owner is “technically accurate, but many find it morally offensive and believe that taking ownership over
another living being is an act of violence” (Pierce 2016, p. 214).

60 As noted above, some animal law experts would disagree that because her dog is property, she cannot also be a person.
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5.2. Animals Deserve a Status That Reflects the Types of Beings They Are

Barring the creation of a comprehensive new status for animals, at the very least their classification
as property should be modified to acknowledge their sentience, and that their interests deserve
recognition and respect based on this fact.61 Whatever the ideal legal status for animals, they are not
objects or things, and the law should be clear on this fact. This trend is already underway, especially in
countries outside the U.S.

For example, the European Union recognized animals as “sentient beings” in 2007 with an
amendment to the Lisbon Treaty. In 2015, France, New Zealand, and the Canadian province of Quebec
amended their laws to recognize animals as sentient beings. In 2018, Slovakia updated the definition of
“animals” in its civil code to reflect that they are living beings rather than things. Several countries have
also included provisions relating to animal sentience, dignity, or protection in their constitutions.62

Some U.S. state legislatures have also addressed animal sentience. For example, Oregon law recognizes
that “animals are sentient beings capable of experiencing pain, stress and fear.”63

While such laws signal a growing awareness that the conception of animals in the legal system
is generally antiquated, whether they are mainly symbolic or will have a widespread positive effect
on everyday practices or enforcement remains to be seen.64 But because of the expressive function
of the law—“making statements” as opposed to directly controlling behavior—even legislation that
is primarily symbolic in nature can help shape the culture and change social norms (Sunstein 1996).
Therefore, even though acknowledging animal sentience or dignity may not go far enough, it is a step
in the right direction.

Beyond sentience, or the ability to feel, there is a plethora of scientific evidence demonstrating the
capacities and capabilities of animals across a wide array of species. Currently, the law lags behind
our knowledge about animals, which has steadily mounted since the cognitive ethology revolution

61 Sentience has been defined as the capacity of animals to experience pleasurable states such as joy and aversive states such
as pain and fear (Broom 2007). For an overview of research regarding animal sentience and its importance to animal
welfare science and the animal protection movement, see “Searching for Animal Sentience: A Systematic Review of the
Scientific Literature” (Proctor et al. 2013) and “Animal Sentience: Where are We and Where are We Heading?” (Proctor 2012),
both published in the journal Animals. As pointed out in these articles, knowledge of vertebrate sentience is much more
developed than invertebrates. However, while limited, research on invertebrate sentience is increasing.

62 For an overview of constitutional animal protection provisions, see Jessica Eisen and Kristen Stilt’s entry, “Protection and
Status of Animals,” in the Max Planck Encyclopedia of Comparative Constitutional Law (Eisen and Stilt 2016). Eisen (2017)
cautions against overstating the extent to which the emergence of such provisions represents a sea change in constitutional
priorities because human interests remain significant, if not dominant (p. 918). However, she views them as a positive step,
noting that “despite the persistence of human-centric concerns in constitutional animal protection jurisprudence, the lived
experiences of animals themselves are now recognized as constitutionally significant in a number of diverse jurisdictions”
(p. 922).

63 Courts in a recent trio of important Oregon cases also relied on sentience to focus on the distinction between animals and all
other kinds of legally defined property, “revealing a jurisprudence that approaches the legal status of animals critically,
rejecting absolutist constructs that insist animals must either be situated analogous to any other property or analogous to
humans” (Dunn and Rosengard 2017, p. 451).

64 Bolliger (2015) notes that, in the case of Switzerland, which added protection of animal dignity to its constitution in 1992 and
enshrined this principle in its federal Animal Welfare Act in 2008, this constitutional provision is unique in the world and a
milestone for animal welfare. However, “despite the far-reaching conceptual reorganization of Swiss animal law, no essential
change in the human-animal relationship has been observed in practice. To the contrary, in many cases animals still are
exploited in ways that are hardly consistent with respect for their dignity” (p. 314). France’s 2015 law, which updated its
civil code to align with its penal and rural codes (which already recognized animals as sentient beings), shifted animals from
“moveable property” to “beings gifted with sentience,” but did not specify additional legal protections, raising doubts about
its practical impact (Garric 2014). However, DiConcetto (2016) writes, “the amendment to the Civil Code is more than just
a symbolic victory: it is in fact an important step that opens the door to more change in the way animals are and will be
approached under French law . . . It is now up to the courts to give a meaningful interpretation of section 515-14 of the
Civil Code, and to confirm that animals are non-property. Under French law, which has only two categories [persons and
things], the autonomous category of animals as non-things might be the corner stone of an animal personhood yet to be
built through case law.” Likewise, Neumann (2015) notes, “the change is not a revolution for sure, but the change may
allow further developments in the law and, therefore, can be considered as paving the way for an evolution of the status of
animals in French law in the next coming decades. As such, it can be considered as a highly ‘symbolic move’ which should
be warmly welcomed” (p. 13).
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spearheaded by Donald Griffin in the late 1970s (Allen and Bekoff 2007).65 As contemporary ethologist
Marc Bekoffwrites:

A strong and rapidly growing database on animal sentience supports the acceptance of the
fact that other animals are sentient beings. We know that individuals of a wide variety of
species experience emotions ranging from joy and happiness to deep sadness, grief, and PTSD,
along with empathy, jealousy and resentment. (Bekoff 2013)

While we already know enough about animals to see that the law does not treat them justly, to the
extent that such research continues, studies should be designed to be as naturalistic and unobtrusive as
possible, not only for ethical reasons but also to obtain the most accurate data about animal experiences.
Field research can present ethical problems, but it is far preferable to laboratory research, except in rare
cases where the animals do not live in the lab and are given a choice to participate. An example of
this type of research is neuroscientist Gregory Berns’ studies of dogs’ brains using an MRI machine.
The dogs in the study, who lived in homes and were brought to the lab for the day, were trained to lie
in the machine, but not forced. Berns told the New York Times:

After perfecting a training system, we sent out a call to local dog owners for volunteers for
the study. Since 2012, we’ve trained and scanned a total of about 90 dogs. As a matter of
principle, we never restrained or drugged any. If a dog wants to get up from the M.R.I. and
leave, they can. There’s no compulsion. (quoted in Dreifus 2017)

This type of research should also emphasize the point of view of the animal.66 The results of Berns’
MRI studies are recounted in his 2017 book What it’s Like to Be a Dog: And Other Adventures in Animal
Neuroscience, which encourages readers to take the perspective of animals of several species based on
their subjective experience of the world. According to the book jacket, the scientific breakthroughs
discussed prove “definitively that animals have feelings very much like we do—a revelation which
forces us to reconsider what animal rights ought to be” (Berns 2017).

The last sentence is important. The body of research pertaining to animals’ capabilities and ways
of perceiving the world should have a practical impact on law, policy, and social norms regarding their
treatment. The “animal capital” we gain from studies like this should be used both to help animals on
a grand scale and improve our relations with those with whom we share our lives and homes:

Animal capital has nothing to do with knowing about animals to exploit them; it has to do
with knowing about them to minimize their exploitation. It has to do with recognizing the
intrinsic value of animals’ lives. It makes a qualitatively different relationship with animals
possible . . . . (Irvine 2004, pp. 66–67)

Within the animal protection movement, there has been much emphasis on animals’ ability to
suffer and feel pain—with good reason, given the persistent denial of their sentience and the historical
weaponization of anthropomorphism in the scientific community. However, we should be mindful
to also give attention to the full spectrum of animals’ experiences and the richness of their lives,
which include positive emotions and capacities, such as for play, friendship, happiness, and love
(Corman 2017; Liebman 2018). We should also consider other emotions that thus far have received
less attention—e.g., boredom in animals, which is ripe for further investigation (Burn 2017)—but
have profound implications for understanding and improving the lives of animals, if only we will

65 Interestingly, Donald Griffin’s influential The Question of Animal Awareness (1976) was published one year after Peter Singer’s
Animal Liberation (1975), which is frequently credited for igniting the modern animal rights movement.

66 An excellent example of this style of research is Alexandra Horowitz’s 2009 bestseller Inside of a Dog: What Dogs, See Smell, and
Know. And Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce’s 2019 book Unleashing Your Dog: A Field Guide to Giving Your Canine Companion
the Best Life Possible synthesizes the available research about dogs into an advocacy guide to encourage guardians to better
understand and enhance their dogs’ experiences in a human-centered world.
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assimilate and act on this information.67 Deep knowledge of animals is key; coupled with respect for
their intrinsic value, it would be transformative.

Those who refer to animals as “voiceless” typically do not mean this literally, but rather are
referring to the fact that animals are denied a voice in our political institutions. That said, animals
do have voices—they are just too often ignored. As law professor Martha Nussbaum said in a recent
keynote address and essay, “Why Freedom of Speech is an Important Right and Why Animals Should
Have It:”

Animals provide information about their welfare in many ways. Some really do have some
form of quasi-linguistic communication. For instance, whales have song and elephants have
patterns of trumpeting. But that isn’t really the whole issue because in many ways—through
their behavior and evidence of their delight, fear, and pain—animals are giving us information
all the time even without anything like speech if we would stop, look, and interact with them.
(Nussbaum 2018b, p. 849)

In considering a co-citizenship model for animals, Nussbaum agrees with Donaldson and
Kymlicka (2011) that “the many ways in which domesticated animals give evidence of their preferences,
satisfactions, dissatisfactions, fears, and longings should be taken into account through an established
system of surrogacy when making law and policy” (Nussbaum 2018b, p. 849).

What is certain from the perspective of anyone with an interest in animal protection and justice
is that there is plenty of need for reform. And this article has only examined companion animals.
What happens when we widen our lens out to take in all the other animals living in the world,
both free and kept in captivity?68 What should their ideal status be from a philosophical, legal,
and advocacy standpoint? American Naturalist Henry Beston famously referred to nonhuman animals
as “other nations:”

For the animal shall not be measured by man. In a world older and more complete than ours
they move finished and complete, gifted with extension of the senses we have lost or never
attained, living by voices we shall never hear. They are not brethren, they are not underlings;
they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of
the splendor and travail of the earth. (Beston 1928, p. 25)

This metaphor has limits, especially as humans continue to relentlessly encroach on other animals’
lives and habitats. But it is a helpful frame to think about how we might respect other animals who live
among us—to adopt an attitude of diplomacy and cooperation rather than colonialism and subjugation.
Though the animal nations have no emissaries who can speak to us in a language we understand,
we could appoint a human ambassador to speak on their behalf. Not just anyone, but someone
with the appropriate animal capital (Irvine 2004)—a duck expert to speak on behalf of ducks and
a bear behaviorist to represent the ursine community, for example. The model of diplomacy and
respect could be restricted to relations between human society and communities of nonhuman animals.
We would not need to intervene in interactions between nonhuman animals, who have their own ways
of existing together.69

67 In addition to the emphasis on animals’ negative experiences such as pain and suffering, some have noted that
animal rights theory has focused narrowly on the negative rights of animals (e.g., “the right not to be owned, killed,
confined, tortured, or separated from one’s family”) but says little about the positive obligations we may owe them
(Donaldson and Kymlicka 2011, pp. 5–6).

68 Additionally, while slippery slope arguments tend to be facile, the question regarding sentience as a baseline for enhanced
legal protections is an interesting one when it comes to animals other than mammals, birds, and fishes and other aquatic
animals, such as cephalopods, whom science has shown to be sentient. While research in this area continues apace, there is
much that is still unknown about certain types of invertebrates, the broad category that includes insects (which comprise a
significant percentage of known animal species worldwide).

69 Or would we? Some argue that human intervention to alleviate wild animal suffering is an ethical obligation, in contrast to
the idealized view that anything associated with the “natural world” is inherently good (sometimes called the nature fallacy)
and must therefore be left alone (Effective Altruism Foundation 2017; Tomasik 2009).
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Returning to companion animals specifically, a legal status that more closely reflects the growing
perception of them as family members would help to extinguish the counter-construction of them as
disposable commodities by delegitimizing practices that enable their treatment as expendable.

5.3. Animals as Legal Dependents

While dogs, cats, and other companion animals are different from both chattel and children, there
are elements of each in both the reality of our current relationships with them and likely whatever ideal
future we envision. Our relationships with companion animals are also distinct from our relationships
with human friends, given our incontrovertible position of power over them. I do not think of my
relationship with my dog Teagan as one of power, but of course it inherently is. She is utterly dependent
on me for all of her needs. While I choose to take this responsibility seriously, this does not diminish
the power dynamic that cannot help but exist between me and any domesticated animal in human
society. Therefore, a social and legal status that embodies elements of her being “mine” (in the sense a
human child would be mine, meaning no one could take her from me) while also recognizing both her
“animalhood” (as a dog) and her individuality (as Teagan) would be ideal.

A status like “legal animal dependent” could capture this and would constitute a form of personhood.
This status is similar to equitable self-ownership for animals (Favre 2000) and quasi-property/
personhood (Fernandez 2019) but would not necessarily rely on the property paradigm. It would capture
that, like a child, Teagan is dependent on me (and that therefore, as her caregiver, I have obligations)
but that unlike a human child, she is of another species. The status of legal animal dependent would
recognize that Teagan has needs and interests stemming from her identity as both (1) a dog (she needs
exercise, companionship, and nutritious food) and (2) an individual (she is introverted, likes soft beds,
and is afraid of cats). This status would be recognized under the law, clearing up confusion and
alleviating tension created by labeling sentient animals—who, despite the provisional nature of this
role, are in many cases treated as family members and friends—as property.

This term is already used in the legal system to refer to humans (e.g., children) who are dependent
on another human that is obligated by law to support them. Adding “animal” would allow for duties
to be assigned in relation to the role of guardian, but not the same obligations that are owed to human
dependents, due to obvious qualitative distinctions in the nature and needs of members of different
species. The panoply of duties and rights attached to the role of legal animal guardian, and attendant
rights of the legal animal dependent (which should take into account the animal’s intrinsic value,
not just their value to a human owner or guardian) are matters for future policymakers. But we can
pursue this ideal now in our everyday interactions with companion animals, in hopes of shifting
the culture.

While the word “dependent” may have uncomfortable connotations for some, it has a legal
meaning currently only reserved for children and other humans. It would therefore elevate animals’
status significantly beyond what it currently is. Also, while words like autonomy and agency have a
more respectful ring, companion animals are dependent on us. As much as a status like “autonomous
animal” may be preferable philosophically, this is neither politically feasible nor logistically possible at
this time. For wild animals, perhaps70—but how would legal autonomy work at the present time for
domesticated animals?

It is not helpful to deny that domesticated animals are currently reliant on humans and occupy
an inherently vulnerable position in a society that is—at least for now—thoroughly anthropocentric.
A future in which animals become integrated into society on more equal footing could see an
embrace of an “animal citizenship” rather than—or in conjunction with—a legal dependent model,

70 Though even in the case of wild animals, this idea is utopian on practical terms and not remotely on the political horizon for
myriad reasons that are beyond the scope of this paper to discuss.
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in which domesticated animals would play an active role in shaping their communities, not just their
private families.

In their 2011 book, Zoopolis, a Political Theory of Animal Rights, Donaldson and Kymlicka articulate
a theory of domesticated animal citizenship:

Drawing on recent work in disability theory, we show that there are many ways for individuals
with varying levels of cognitive ability to be treated as citizens and to exercise their citizenship,
and that there is no reason why domesticated animals cannot be included within these more
expansive ideas of citizenship. (p. 103)

They also argue against a “wardship” model (presumably similar to the legal dependent model
discussed here) because it ignores domesticated animals’ capacities for “agency, cooperation, and
participation in mixed human-animal settings” and treats them:

As wholly passive and dependent on humans . . . located on the (literal and figural) margins
of human society, having no claims regarding how the broader community governs itself and
its public spaces. It treats domesticated animals as something like protected aliens or guests,
who don’t really belong here, but whom we have a duty to treat humanely. (pp. 102–3)

I disagree with this critique of wardship and believe it has positive potential for the same reasons
the American Veterinary Association (AVMA) has issued a position statement against it. The AVMA
objects to wardship for companion animals precisely because it would bestow significant legal rights
that they do not currently have, including the fundamental legal right of standing (which is essential
to personhood):

Use of guardian gives rise to its counterpart “ward.” The ward is defined as the person for
whose benefit the guardianship has been established. Wards have legal rights. Applying
human guardianship law to animals would mean that animals have legal rights that can be
recognized in court (i.e., animals would have legal standing). (American Veterinary Medical
Association 2005)

While an animal citizenship model is ideal, the incremental advance of viewing animals as
wards or legal dependents could be an intermediate—and still groundbreaking—step preceding the
revolutionary leap to full citizenship for animals. This status would give them access to the legal
system that they do no currently have, and place their lives and interests more on par with children
than chattel. While animals are not children, expansion of a category currently reserved for them
(and other humans) to include animals is a better fit than classifying living beings as mere property,
and would be a significant advance in recognizing the legitimacy of multi-species families.

These conceptions—legal dependent and co-citizens—are not incompatible. Human children are
both. Starting with legal dependent status for some domesticated animals, e.g., dogs and cats, can spur
society further along the path toward a more enlightened co-citizenship model. As Kymlicka (2017) writes:

Legal reforms to date have largely focused on acknowledging animals’ membership within
private families, but . . . justice requires that [domestic animals] be recognized as members
of the broader society and polity as well. To be fully recognized as a member of society
would not just involve being treated as a member within private familial settings, but also
being treated as a member of the public, with rights to public goods, public services and
public spaces. (p. 145)

Given the current position of companion animals in society, a legal dependent or ward model that
codifies their role in the family beyond rhetoric would itself be revolutionary. Since companion animals
are not yet universally perceived as family members, this, or a similar step, is likely a prerequisite to
them being recognized as active and participatory members of the broader polity. It is hard to imagine
how a dog who is (legally) confined and isolated by her owner—deprived of companionship, physical
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and mental stimulation, the ability to express natural behaviors, and any semblance of agency—could
participate as a co-citizen in the wider community. Therefore, while family status for companion
animals is still fragile, the first step is to secure their membership in private families. Reframing their
status as legal dependents (or another status beyond property) would accomplish this while also giving
them legal personhood via the expanded legal obligations placed on guardians71 and its similarity to
children’s status as legal dependents.72

6. Policy Recommendations

Social policies can help facilitate and strengthen the human-animal bond and provide support for
the continued integration of companion animals into society, while taking into account the interests
and welfare of all species (including humans). Or they can do the opposite. Along with augmenting
the legal status of animals, social reforms would strengthen their cultural status as family:

There are two ways to increase the rate of a desirable social behavior: either augment
the social forces that increase its prevalence or dampen those social forces that reduce its
prevalence. In other words, sometimes the question is not what encourages people to do
something, but rather what discourages them from doing it. Often, social reforms emphasize
the former issue to the neglect of the latter. (Rachlinski 2000, p. 1567)

Many social policies discourage responsible companion animal guardianship, which tips the
scales away from the understanding that companion animals are family, and toward the competing
social construction that they are expendable property. People may want to provide a loving home to
an animal, but lack knowledge and resources. For example, research has shown people who are in the
process of relinquishing their animal to a shelter facility would be open to keeping that animal if help
or resources were offered (Weiss et al. 2014).73

6.1. Access

Of primary importance is access to rental housing. “No-pets” restrictions are a significant obstacle
to obtaining affordable housing and a main reason that companion animals are relinquished to shelters
(Weiss et al. 2014; Shore et al. 2003; Patronek et al. 1996). One study found:

The majority had given up their pets solely because they were moving. Most had relatively
low income, were moving for employment reasons, and were renting their homes. Landlord
restrictions were an important factor in relinquishment. High scores on the bonding scale and
spontaneous expressions of discomfort and sorrow suggest that external pressures overrode
attachment to the animal and the pain of relinquishment. (Shore et al. 2003, p. 39)

For this reason, blanket “no-pets” restrictions should be banned, especially those based on size,
breed, or other arbitrary criteria. In their place, non-discriminatory policies should be mandated, which
could require references and deposits to cover potential damages or other liability but would ultimately
base the decision to rent on information about the individual caregiver and her particular animal(s).

Evictions would be allowed in cases of nuisance or noise disturbance, property damage, or if the
animal proves dangerous, but not for the mere fact of owning a companion animal. There is precedent
for such legislation, though not yet in the U.S. The Canadian province of Ontario currently bans “no-pets”

71 Redefining animals as “legal dependents” would also include redefining their owners as “legal guardians.” As mentioned
above, there are some jurisdictions that have passed ordinances proclaiming support for the word “guardian” over “owner,”
but these laws have thus far been merely symbolic.

72 Legal duties could include providing opportunities for physical exercise and social interaction/companionship, for example.
73 This study found that “many people wanted to keep their dogs and had clear ideas of what could have helped. Many ideas

provided by the respondents, such as temporary pet-friendly housing or boarding, or financial help for dog costs, such as
veterinary care or training, could be addressed with targeted programs or services” (Weiss et al. 2014, p. 424).
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clauses in rental agreements and lobbying efforts are underway to institute similar legislation in the
British Columbia cities of Vancouver and Victoria (Britten 2017; Larsen 2016).

Caregivers of well-behaved companion animals should also be granted limited access to public
transit by allowing leashed and under-control animals on buses and trains when space allows. Dogs
and cats are permitted to ride on many trains and buses throughout Europe, and are more likely to be
allowed inside stores, restaurants, and cafes (though laws vary by city and country). Clear codes of
conduct could be posted and enforced, just like for human riders, and certain cars or buses could be
designated animal-free zones to accommodate those with allergies.

As discussed above, “no-pets” restrictions in rental housing, public transportation, and other
public and private spaces disproportionately affect poor and working-class individuals and act as
barriers to companion animals being integrated into the family.74

6.2. Education

There is also a need for widespread public education campaigns about animal behavior to raise
awareness about species-specific physical, social, and psychological needs. Education is critically
important to increase animal well-being and prevent neglect, as well as to reduce human-animal
conflicts such as dog bites and violence against animals. Systematic and consistent humane education
programs to teach children about the responsibility and long-term commitment involved in companion
animal guardianship, as well as respect and appropriate behavior in the company of animals, are crucial.
Humane education programs targeted to young people are important because their attitudes and
values are still forming; it can be more difficult to change the behavior of adults who have been
socialized to think of animals in instrumental or objective ways. But new programs can address the
issue of humane education for adults.

Beyond teaching people to treat animals with kindness and compassion, such programs would
instill cross-species understanding and respect for the nature, needs, and individuality of nonhuman
animals—for example, how the world is perceived through the eyes (or more accurately, the nose) of a
dog, and how their ontological experience of being-in-the-world differs from ours. Besides encouraging
animal guardians to take the perspective of the animal for greater understanding, these programs
could impart additional “animal capital,” or resources that enable caregivers to develop meaningful,
nonexploitive companionship with animals, including:

Knowledge about behavior, nutrition, health, history, training, and the variety of things that
can enrich animals’ lives. I also include a rapport with animals based on an active interest on
their emotions, communication, and cognition. In addition, animal capital means knowing
how to find things out. This implies seeking out resources such as veterinarians, trainers,
or behaviorists in case of behavioral or health problems. (Irvine 2004, p. 66)

Outside of school programs for youth, humane education for adults could be implemented in
a number of ways. Free community classes could be offered, funded through donations to human
societies or other nonprofit organizations, or revenue from the sale of specialty license plates could fund
government programs on humane education for adults. Nonprofits or government agencies could offer
free webinars or short films by animal behaviorists and ethicists that would impart messages, such as
those presented in the book Unleashing Your Dog: A Field Guide to Giving Your Canine Companion the
Best Life Possible (Bekoff and Pierce 2019), about taking the perspective of your companion animal and
learning about their species-specific needs. Since motivation may be an issue, participants could be paid
a nominal fee to attend classes or watch webinars. Organizations producing these webinars or videos
could also offer giveaways or other incentives to view them, and provide before and after surveys

74 For a discussion of access and other policy issues that specifically affect companion animals with disabilities and their
caregivers, see “Reframing Companion Animal Disability Using the Social Model: Removing Barriers and Facilitating Care”
(Pallotta 2019).
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to track effectiveness. In addition, advertisements and public service announcements (PSAs) could
spread positive messages about animals and their needs as part of a community education campaign.75

The Oregon Humane Society’s (OHS) “End Petlessness” campaign is an example of a successful
program of this nature. This colorful visual campaign was intended to encourage animal adoption
through a series of engaging and whimsical advertisements (created for free by a local ad agency) that
appeared in print media and on billboards and buses throughout Portland.

They’ve been a huge hit, says Terra Spencer, a manager at Portland firm Leopold Ketel and
Partners, which created the ads pro bono. “People have already written in—they want to
know where they can buy posters, they want to know what we’re doing with the outdoor
posters when we’re done.” Spencer says. “They want to hang them in their house” . . .
The murals are intensely cute and devastatingly effective. Oregon’s animal adoptions are up
21.2 percent in the five years since the campaign began, which the Humane Society credits
to the ads. Likewise, volunteerism at the OHS is up, says spokeswoman Barbara Baugnon,
which she attributes to “the good will the campaign had generated.” (Cizmar 2017)

6.3. Emotional Support Animals

Laws and policies regarding emotional support animals (ESAs) are currently in the media spotlight
as an area in need of reform and clarification. Indeed, this is a trend well underway, with a number
of jurisdictions considering or having enacted new legislation addressing the issue of “fake service
animals” (Hernandez-Silk 2018; Siler 2018; Edelman 2018; Ollove 2017). The law in this area is poorly
understood, which has caused mounting tension and confusion over what exactly the ESA designation
means.76 In recent years, there has been a proliferation of ESAs (some real, some fraudulent) in public
spaces and other settings where animals generally are not allowed, leading to a backlash against
individuals with service animals defined under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), as well as
widespread misconceptions about the difference between ESAs and service animals and the rules and
rights associated with each (Schoenfeld-Tacher et al. 2017).77

In practice, this has meant special privileges for some, as the current lack of clarity around
laws and regulations means that what rules do exist are easily circumvented by people working the
system.78 But should they have to work the system? A growing body of research shows companion
animals provide numerous psychological and emotional benefits to their human caregivers, regardless
of whether that person has a diagnosed mental disability. Therefore, many companion animals could
be correctly considered emotional support animals, without a doctor’s note or having to prove the
existence of a mental disorder (Pallotta 2016).

75 For example, the website of veterinarian Sophia Yin has a host of educational resources, such as this poster that explains
through colorful illustrations the right and wrong ways to approach a dog: https://drsophiayin.com/app//uploads/2017/08/
How-to-Greet-a-Dog-Poster.pdf. Posters are also available on how children should and should not interact with dogs, the
body language of feline anxiety, and the body language of fear in dogs. Information like this could be presented via radio or
television PSAs, or through print advertisements or posters prominently displayed in key community locations.

76 Currently, a letter from a medical professional stating an animal is an ESA for a verifiable disability allows the owner to
claim a “reasonable accommodation” under the Fair Housing Amendments Act (to obtain access to rental housing) and
the Air Carrier Access Act (to be able to fly with their animal in an airplane cabin), but does not allow the broad access to
public spaces afforded to designated service animals under the ADA. Unlike ESAs, where the mere presence of the animal is
considered therapeutic and no special training is necessary, ADA service animals are required to have special training to
perform a specific task.

77 Though this study also found that, “despite the media’s focus on abuses and false representation of these dogs, most
participants reported feeling the majority of people are not taking advantage of the system” (p. 642).

78 ESAs are currently only covered under the federal Fair Housing Act and Air Carrier Access Act, meaning those who have
a doctor’s note stating their companion animal’s presence provides a therapeutic benefit for an emotional disability are
allowed to have them in rental housing that otherwise prohibits pets and to have their animal in the cabin on flights that
otherwise prohibit animals over a certain size. Although ESAs are not granted the broad access to public accommodations
that ADA service animals are, this is not well-known. Furthermore, websites selling doctor’s notes and fake service/support
animal vests have proliferated, with the public and business owners often not knowing the difference.
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Although mental disorders such as anxiety and depression are common in the U.S.,79 some
scholars have noted that the meteoric rise in mental illness is due to a relatively recent shift in the
medicalization of what used to be considered normal thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Stolzer 2016).
Critiques of how mental illness is defined and treated underscore a related fundamental question:
what does—and what should—“emotional support animal” mean? Should ESAs be covered under
the ADA as some have argued (Hernandez-Silk 2018), or should companion animals be recognized
as legitimate social support, similar to human family, and hence not need a special label or medical
designation to accompany their caregivers in public?

If fewer societal spaces were off-limits to animals, this question would become moot, as “no-pets”
policies have undoubtedly contributed to the current situation. Indeed, the Department of Justice
(DOJ) expressly and intentionally excludes ESAs from the definition of service animals out of concern
that “‘some individuals with impairments who would not be covered as individuals with disabilities
[would claim] that their animals are legitimate service animals, whether fraudulently or sincerely
(albeit mistakenly), to gain access’ to public accommodations” (quoted in Hernandez-Silk 2018, p. 316).
Given the fact that companion animals are not allowed in airplane cabins (unless they are small
enough to fit under the seat in a carrier) and instead must fly in the cargo hold as checked baggage,
where they risk injury and death,80 and much rental housing prohibits animals, it is predictable that
people would be motivated to obtain this designation for their animals in order to gain access to
these accommodations.

An examination of the (rapidly evolving) patchwork of laws regulating emotional support animals
versus ADA-defined service animals is beyond the scope of this article, but it highlights an area in
which animals’ dual private and public status is a cause of tension, in part due to the restrictive policies
mentioned above.81

6.4. Workplace Policies

Company policies that permit employees to bring companion animals to work also reinforce
responsible animal guardianship and the notion that they are family who should not be left home alone
all day. Though analogies to children are sometimes useful, here it is important to emphasize that
animals occupy a special category of family, which should recognize their animalhood and that they are
not, in fact, human children—who are not typically allowed to accompany parents to work. However,
companion animals need less supervision than children, so it is possible to work in their proximity
without disruption (provided the animal is well-socialized and suitable to the work environment).
Allowing flex-time or remote work options (for either those with animals or those with allergies) would

79 The National Institute of Mental Health estimates that one in five adults live with mental illness. (https://www.nimh.nih.
gov/health/statistics/mental-illness.shtml).

80 “Records show that across all airlines from 2015 through 2017, there were 151 animal-related incidents—85 deaths, 62 injuries,
and four lost animals” (Rocheleau 2018). Even when animals arrive relatively unscathed, being transported as luggage
in the cargo hold of an airplane is, as one can imagine, stressful: “Conditions in the cargo hold of commercial jets are
not always friendly; temperatures can fluctuate wildly, noise can be tremendous and air pressure can drop significantly,
and pets that are checked into this dark space beneath the passenger cabin sometimes die. In 2011, thirty-five pets died while
(or shortly before or after) traveling on commercial flights with U.S. airline companies. Nine animals were injured and two
lost entirely. And in 2012, 29 pets died, 26 were injured and one was lost” (Bland 2013). In 2015, in response to a rulemaking
petition by the Animal Legal Defense Fund, the Department of Transportation expanded its reporting requirements for
airlines regarding the loss, injury, or death of companion animals. See “U.S. Department of Transportation Expands Air
Carrier Reporting Requirements for Incidents Involving Animals During Air Transport,” https://www.transportation.gov/
briefing-room/us-department-transportation-expands-air-carrier-reporting-requirements-incidents; see the Animal Legal
Defense Fund’s petition here: https://www.regulations.gov/document?D=DOT-OST-2010-0211-0001). For an overview of
reasons why animals die in transport, see also “Dying in the Cargo Hold: Is There an Acceptable Level of Loss in Animal
Air Transport?” http://doglawreporter.blogspot.com/2012/12/dying-in-cargo-hold-is-there-acceptable.html.

81 There are also ethical issues pertaining to service animals in general—in contrast to emotional support animals, who are in
essence the same as family pets since they are not trained to perform specific tasks and thus are theoretically allowed greater
agency—but that discussion is also beyond the scope of this article.
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accomplish the same goals of supporting the human-animal bond and mitigating companion animal
neglect and loneliness.

Many people who would like to adopt an animal—and who would be responsible and loving
caregivers—are understandably reluctant to welcome an animal into their life because they work
full-time and would either have to leave the animal alone all day or pay for a dog-walking service or
“doggie daycare,” a circumstance which again makes responsible animal adoption less accessible to
those who are not financially well-off. If a workplace wishes to accommodate companion animals,
research shows this can be done in a way that takes everyone’s interests into account, including those
with allergies. Examples of large companies with policies permitting their employees to bring their
dogs to work include Google, Amazon, and Etsy (Foreman et al. 2017). Employers can take specific
measures to assess and address the needs and desires of employees and the physical constraints of the
available workspace to determine the feasibility of allowing a dog-friendly office. As an added bonus,
studies have shown that companion animals in the workplace can have a positive effect on employee
happiness and productivity (Barker et al. 2012; Wells and Perrine 2001).

Public policy presents challenges when it comes to balancing competing interests, and the arena
of companion animals and their guardians is no different. But these challenges must be addressed.
Integrating companion animals into human society in such a way that their needs are considered,
respected, and accommodated is an ethical imperative.

As we consider formulating social policies for a future that is friendly to both animals and people,
we must also ask fundamental questions like: do animals belong in public spaces? Is it possible
to balance competing interests (e.g., those of people with allergies or who do not like animals) in
creating social spaces that are more inclusive of companion animals? We manage it with other groups.
For example, not everyone enjoys being around children, but they are permitted almost everywhere,
with notable exceptions such as bars and other “adults only” establishments. Likewise, some spaces
would be off-limits to animals. Tolerance and compromise will always be an issue in a pluralistic society,
so the existence of competing interests should not shut down the conversation. Rather, it presents an
opportunity to craft rational policy solutions.

6.5. Choice and Consent

While recognizing this would fundamentally transform human-animal relations if universally
applied, when considering social policy reform, greater attention should be given to issues of consent
and choice. A good place to start is with the companion animals who share our homes. These concepts
could also be relayed and reinforced through cultural messaging and humane education for adults.

A few years ago, I happened across a short YouTube video called “Does your dog REALLY want
to be petted?” that articulated this concept.82 The video discusses how to read a dog’s body language
to discern whether they actually enjoy being petted or merely tolerate it. Since I first came across that
video, there has been a notable proliferation of dog training articles and blogs discussing this issue,
which is a welcome turn and promising trend. These concepts go beyond advocating positive training
methods (over those grounded in punishment, domination, and fear) to a deeper consideration of a
dog’s desires. This approach implicitly recognizes an animal’s individuality and respects her agency.
The concepts of consent and choice have the potential to radically transform our relationships with
companion animals and improve their lives, and have been missing from the general discourse for
too long.

I have pondered this issue with my dog Teagan. During our walks together, it is common for
people (often children) to approach and ask, “Can I pet your dog?” which has caused me to think
about ways I can introduce consent into the conversation. This can be challenging during fleeting

82 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cGDYI-s-cQ.
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encounters, especially with young children.83 I usually say something like, “If she wants to be,” in a
friendly manner, which can earn me puzzled looks. The thing is, it depends—on the day, the context,
the stranger, Teagan’s mood. While Teagan tolerates being touched by strangers, and sometimes
actively seeks it out depending on the situation, she is not a dog who is always enthusiastic about
greeting strangers. And this should be respected. She is not there for other people’s pleasure.

I think, for the most part, the frequency with which people expect that they should be allowed to
pet unknown dogs in public stems from a genuine lack of knowledge and the misguided belief that
dogs universally enjoy being touched by strangers. I have observed an increase over the years in the
number of people who ask (and teach their children to ask) whether they may pet a strange dog before
approaching, which is progress. However, the question is typically framed as an inquiry into whether
the dog is “friendly” (meaning non-aggressive) even though this is not synonymous with enjoying
being touched. So, the next step is to bring an understanding of consent into the conversation.84

Likewise, preference should be noticed, and choices respected, when possible. Once you learn
even a small amount about dog behavior, a trip to an off-leash area or just a walk down the street can
become a frustrating experience, as so many dogs clearly are in uncomfortable situations to which
their guardians are oblivious. It is sadly commonplace to observe dogs being roughly yanked along
on a walk (often by a “choke chain” tightened around their neck), forcibly dragged away from some
enticing smell by the human on the other end of the leash—with no regard for the fact that this walk is
likely the most exciting part of a day spent mostly indoors, and that a dog’s sense of smell, and the role
of odor in their world, is profoundly important.85

Choice is also important in thinking about ways to increase animal agency in the confines of life in
a human world. There are limits to this concept of course, mostly related to safety. Teagan might prefer
to chase that squirrel into the street, or eat that disgusting thing she found on the sidewalk, or not have
blood drawn during a veterinary exam, but this is not in her best interests. So, there are hard rules,
as with any parental or guardian relationship. But within the universe of harmless activities, I have
become mindful to give her choices whenever possible.86

This is fun because it strengthens our bond and communication as well. It has made me more
attuned to Teagan, and she to me. As she has realized I “listen” when she expresses choices,87 she has
become more likely to communicate them to me. I try to make all walks “smell walks” (where she can
sniff as long as she wants) and we do “choice walks” as well. One day, Teagan started doing a new
thing where she would slow her pace (or sometimes stop completely) while looking up at me. Then,
once she caught my eye, she would pointedly turned her gaze (willing mine to follow) in the direction

83 However, a parallel movement has emerged in recent years to teach children about consent and bodily autonomy (no more
forced hugs!), so cultural awareness around this issue will likely only increase. See Theriault, Anne. “It’s never
too early to teach children about consent and boundaries.” Washington Post. February 13, 2015. Accessed on 9
March 2019. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/parenting/wp/2015/02/13/its-never-too-early-to-teach-children-about-
consent-and-boundaries/?utm_term=.599ab9d92c32.

84 The Microsanctuary Resource Center articulates animal subjectivity and choice as one of its core principles: “A resident
should never be presented as an object for human touching, and any resident who is shy or does not want to be
touched/held/hugged/etc. should be treated appropriately” (https://microsanctuary.org/2018/08/20/core-principles/).

85 As Horowitz (2009) writes:

Dog-walks are often not done with the dog’s sake in mind, but strangely playing out a very human definition
of a walk. We want to make good time; to keep a brisk pace; to get to the post office and back. People yank
their dogs along, tugging at leashes to noses out of smells, pulling past tempting dogs, to get on with the walk.
The dog doesn’t care about making good time. Instead, consider the walk your dog wants. (pp. 284–85)

86 It is helpful to think of training in this context—i.e., as a practical necessity in a human-centric world rather than as a means
of domination and control, akin to teaching children manners and social norms to ease their experience of being in society.
Clarifying expectations and boundaries aids in safety and social adjustment, for both children and companion animals.
In this sense, the training of companion animals can be conceptualized more as socialization and should focus on imparting
behaviors they need to flourish in society.

87 Even when I cannot honor it, I stop and acknowledge her desire to go down that street, or to that place, but say “sorry,
we can’t go there right now” and gently coax her (never yank!) along the alternate route.
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she wanted to go.88 These are lovely moments of communication between us, and they have gotten
stronger and more frequent.

Teagan will now sometimes hesitate at an intersection without obviously indicating through eye
contact which direction she wants to go. I learned that if I initiate a step in one direction she will merely
stand and stare at me, while if I turn to make a move in the other direction (apparently the preferable
route), she will eagerly match my step. So, this is another way I can discern her preferences through
careful observation. Though how carefully I must observe has diminished; as Teagan has grown more
confident that the choices she expresses during walks will be respected, she has become more obvious
in communicating them. (As is probably apparent, Teagan is relatively relaxed on walks. Of course,
careful observation to discern preferences would not be needed with a dog of a different temperament,
such as one who pulls on leash!).

Finding opportunities to recognize and incorporate choice and consent into our companion
animals’ lives would greatly improve their well-being. Regardless of their legal status, we can
forge relationships with the animals in our care based on mutual cooperation and trust, rather than
domination and casual indifference. These relationships can serve as a model for the wider society
and, once they become more widespread, will have an impact on legal norms as well.

7. Conclusions

The status of companion animals is constructed on both an individual and societal level, originating
in the home and reflected and codified in law and public policy. Sometimes these levels are in harmony
and sometimes they are discordant. The private and public spheres, while distinct, are also intimately
intertwined, however, as aggregate micro-level actions comprise the macro social institutions that
govern our lives.

To the extent that the law is out of sync with our private understanding of companion animals,
this is in part due to dissonance in that private understanding itself. The cultural perception of
companion animals as family is not uniformly accepted, and practices and beliefs that treat them
as expendable are still prevalent. While a family member understanding is ascending, social forces,
including the law, are in conflict, with some bolstering an emergent respect for animals as individuals
with inherent value, and others reinforcing an antiquated notion that they are disposable commodities
with minimal intrinsic worth. Which social construction will become dominant, and which will be
relegated to the historical dustbin? As I have argued, the law plays a key role here.

Yet, the relationship between the law and social norms is multidirectional, with each influencing
the other in ways that defy easy measurement. As individuals, we can improve our knowledge of
animals generally, and of the animals for whom we are responsible specifically, and use this knowledge
to treat them with greater respect and autonomy—both as a means to improve their well-being and,
more widely, influence normative behavior regarding animals through social modeling (Bandura 1986).
Because individual actions create the culture and social structure in which our relationships with
animals are embedded, sustained improvements in the everyday treatment of companion animals can
lead to new normative expectations that will also elevate their status in the legal system. Granting
companion animals a legal status beyond property can, in turn, shape group values and norms due to
the law’s expressive function (Nadler 2017).

Because the law expresses social values, it can tip a system of social norms into a new equilibrium
(Cooter 1998). Therefore, challenging the property status of animals in the legal system may be as
important as changing attitudes and behaviors, even if this functions, at least at first, on a mostly
symbolic level.

88 I realize anyone who lives with a more headstrong dog (as I have in the past) will find this description of subtle cues
laughable—but Teagan is a well-mannered and relatively reserved dog, and her communication style is generally low-key.
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Many debates over the appropriate content of law are really debates over the statement that
law makes, independent of its (direct) consequences . . . The expressive function of law has a
great deal to do with the effects of law on prevailing social norms. Often law’s “statement” is
designed to move norms in fresh directions. (Sunstein 1996, p. 721)

Where discrepancy exists among competing social norms, the expressive function of law can reinforce
some narratives and crowd out others (Carbonara 2017). In the situation of companion animals, where
dual definitions of family and property are competing for cultural ascendancy, changing the law could
tip the scales and lead to social change.
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Abstract: The representation and framing of events by news sources plays a critical role in the way
society comes to understand a given phenomenon. For example, the use of force by police officers
against civilians is covered regularly by news media outlets. Far less widely examined, however,
is the excessive use of force against companion animals or pets. Thus, to understand the ways in
which police use of force against animals is framed in the media, we conducted qualitative content
analyses of 189 print news articles published in diverse regions of the U.S. over the course of a
six-year period (2011–2016). Drawing on symbolic interactionism, analysis reveals that the media’s
representation of incidents of police shootings of dogs speaks not only to the social value dogs have in
society, but also to the acceptability of friendships between humans and dogs. Specifically, we argue
that some dog–human relationships are more socially acceptable than others and, therefore, shootings
against some dogs are perceived as less acceptable than others. Ultimately, we find that news
media representation and the ways in which incidents are framed reify existent social hierarchies.
This research contributes to growing bodies of literature on police violence, the shift in perspectives
on animals in society, and the power of the media to affect public perception of incidents.

Keywords: dog–human friendship; companion animals; interspecies hierarchy; media and crime

1. Introduction

The social definition of a dog as a companion who lives in one’s home or as a member of the
family is relatively new. After World War II, as economic prosperity, and therefore disposable income,
grew within the U.S., pet-keeping increased in popularity (Swabe 1999; Jones 2003). Dogs historically,
and still today, held various social statuses. They have been working animals on farms or ranches, in the
entertainment industry as racing or show dogs, and in human families as companions (Sanders 1999;
Irvine 2004). Though the move to companion is more recent, the idea of the dog as ‘man’s best friend’
is deeply embedded in American society today. The evolution of social definitions of species, such as
dogs, illustrates the changing relationships humans have with other species. In this article, we use this
shift in the societal definition of the dog to highlight the contemporary allowance of a new type of
friendship: the dog–human friendship. This relationship represents a transition in the social value and
societal understanding of species, dog and human alike.

The role and social value of dogs within families is shaped and challenged by social institutions.
In particular, as society experiences increased incidents in which police shoot family dogs (Olsen 2016;
Gaffney 2018), law enforcement plays an increasingly important role in the public’s perception of
dogs. Accordingly, the use of force by law enforcement is a source of interest and concern among
the civilian public. With this in mind, news media, another influential social institution, continues
to follow and report situations in which police use what is deemed as excessive use of force against
human civilians (Sacco 1995; Lersch and Mieczkowski 2005; Harris 2009; Klahm and Tillyer 2010).
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However, the use of force by police extends past humans, though, and also includes nonhuman
animals. Recent media publications, citing the Department of Justice, estimate that law enforcement
kills approximately 25 dogs every day in the United States within a single year (see Scott 2016;
Chappell 2018). Accordingly, we examine how journalists, and thereby media, present the narratives
involving police use of force against nonhuman animals, specifically, those in which police shoot
companion dogs who are family pets.

In reporting on numerous instances of animal cruelty, news media shapes the public’s perception
of animal-related crimes (Grugan 2019). Simultaneously, law enforcement has experienced an increased
rate of visibility, largely due to news media coverage of police shooting incidents and entertainment
media focused on crime (Donovan and Klahm 2015). Thus, the police are increasingly noticed for
violent interactions occurring in the course of their duties. For example, the social awareness of the
police shootings of black and brown individuals is now perceived as more commonplace due to the
attention given in the media. Consequently, average citizens are more exposed to the notions that race,
social class, and neighborhood community factors—which policing studies have long documented
as significant in understanding police use of force—can play a role in incidents of police violence
(Garner et al. 2002; Terrill and Reisig 2003). We draw a parallel to this instance of police violence,
but examine the phenomenon of the shootings of companion dogs instead of humans and the role
media plays in drawing attention to them. Notably, we do not claim a causal relationship between the
shootings of mostly young men of color and the shootings of companion dogs; however, paralleling
Bierne’s (2018) sentiment that nonhuman animals are valued much less highly than humans, we argue
that marginalized groups broadly—such as young men of color and nonhuman animals—are devalued
when compared against other groups of human lives. As a result, the killings of young men of color
and theriocides fail to receive equivalent attention by the public. Given the current social landscape
regarding public exposure to acts of police violence, we acknowledge the role the media plays in not
only covering such incidents, but also how they frame the incidents.

Drawing on symbolic interactionism, we conducted a qualitative content analysis of print news
articles covering cases of police shootings of dogs within the United States. Findings demonstrate
that the media’s portrayal of incidents of police shootings of dogs sheds great light not only on the
social value of dogs in society, but also on the acceptability of friendships between humans and dogs.
Specifically, we argue that the media’s representation of incidents in which police shoot dogs suggests
that certain dog–human relationships are more socially acceptable than others based on the placement
of the dog and the human within their own species hierarchy as constructed by U.S. society.

In this article, we explore the history of dogs and humans, noting that while the dog–human
relationship has a well-documented past, the recognition of dog–human friendships is lacking.
We begin with a review of the literature on social changes that were necessary to foster an emerging
narrative that nonhuman and human animals could be friends. Next, we explain the stratification
of a species hierarchy that places certain nonhuman animals, along with certain humans, as more or
less ‘friend-worthy’. We use the theoretical lenses of media framing and symbolic interactionism to
examine the significance of symbolic frames in shaping these friend designations. We then explain the
methodological approach employed in the present study before presenting the findings. Data cover a
variety of themes found in print media articles that influence how readers of these news publications
assess not only the dog–human relationship, but also the outcome of the violent police interaction as
well. In this way, we contend that print news media commands very real power to shape how humans
decide which dog–human friendships are more or less socially acceptable and, as a result, how the
public evaluates incidents, such as police shootings of dogs, which involve these friendships.
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2. Literature Review

2.1. The Historical Relationship of Dogs and Humans

Much of the literature on early dog–human relationships focuses on a symbiotic relationship of
survival. Evidence of dogs and humans as hunting partners or as reciprocal protectors substantiates
this focus (DeMello 2012). However, the interesting relationship in the present study extends beyond
simple survival. We focus on friendships—the actual relationship between the dog–human dyad—and
the ‘friend-worthy’ characteristics held by a given dog or human within a dyad based on the perceived
social hierarchies of each species. ‘Friend-worthy’ characteristics include access to individuality,
empathy, and justice. In other words, when we grant dogs and/or humans the symbolic label of
‘friend’, we frame their stories in ways that personalize them as sentient beings undeserving of
suffering violence.

It is difficult to determine when exactly dogs and humans first became friends, companions,
or family members, especially considering how social context matters. In many current social
environments, dogs are defined as working animals and are not seen as being equal friends with
humans; in other situations, dogs can be defined as food (Singer 1975; Arluke and Sanders 1996;
Sanders 1999; Swabe 1999; Jones 2003; Irvine 2004; Herzog 2010; Hamilton and Taylor 2013).
Regardless, an undeniable shift in the social definition of dogs within U.S. society has clearly occurred.

2.2. Dog–Human Friendships

The notion that dogs and humans can experience meaningful relationships is relatively
commonplace in contemporary U.S. society. Cultural mantras such as ‘man’s best friend’ permeate the
American social landscape (Sanders 1999; Irvine 2004). Film depictions that range from humorous (e.g.,
Beethoven) to distressing (e.g., Marley & Me) showcase the wide range of emotional connections humans
can share with dogs. Similarly, literature contains many examples of this friendship (e.g., Where the Red
Fern Grows and Merle’s Door). The capitalistic economy even has a market for dog caretakers to engage
in consumerism on behalf of their pets, with birthday or holiday gift-giving now a norm within this
relationship. Healthcare and veterinary services also enjoy a growing marketplace niche as canines
have evolved into a species that receives significant attention and care from practitioners (Swabe 1999;
Jones 2003). Numerous institutions and areas of social life presently have the dog–human friendship
embedded within them. Yet, the idea that dogs, or any animal for that matter, could be friends, is fairly
recent. The following demonstrates how animals, specifically dogs, came to be embraced as friends,
while also addressing how not all animals are deemed as ‘friend-worthy’. Notably, we also include
a discussion of human animals as friends to dogs, as well, because humans are also on a species
hierarchy and their label of ‘friend’ likewise influences our assessment of the dog–human interaction.
Finally, we argue that even certain breeds within socially approved species are deemed unworthy of
friendship relative to all humans, resulting in an intra-species hierarchy.

2.2.1. Can Animals be Friends?

Historically, similar justifications for why animals were abused and exploited were also used to
deny human–animal friendships. Scholars such as Mead (1934) proposed that humans and nonhuman
animals were inherently different; that nonhuman animals lacked language and other skills that
humans possessed. This distinction, according to Mead, placed animals on a different, inferior,
cognitive level than humans. If animals lacked language, then they lacked the ability to communicate
with us in similar ways. This reasoning has been used to claim that humans corner the market on
language and, consequently, on relationships that rely on shared communication methods.

However, contemporary scholars demonstrated that nonhuman animals, including dogs, possess
mindedness and thereby can engage in intersubjective interactions with humans. Sanders (1999), in his
ethnographic monograph Understanding Dogs: Living and Working with Canine Companions, determined
that dogs not only help humans create and maintain a social self for themselves, but dogs also possess

95



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 107

a sense of personhood of their own. Sanders (1999) found that those who lived and worked with dogs
fully acknowledged that their dog had a personality, goals, preferences, and emotional intelligence
that allowed them to be in meaningful relationships with them. Similarly, Irvine (2004), in her book If
You Tame Me: Understanding our Connection with Animals, challenged the historical notion that humans
and nonhuman animals, specifically dogs and cats, cannot relate intersubjectively because animals
lack a sense of self. Her study of shelter animals provides compelling support debunking the claim
that to suggest nonhuman animals possess a sense of self is simple anthropomorphism.

Bierne (2018) applies these more current conceptualizations of self and personhood in animals
to the phenomena of human killing of nonhuman animals (in varied forms and contexts), which
he identifies as theriocide. In his work, Murdering Animals, he examines the rights of animals and
questions humans as “the only beings worthy of entitlement to rights” (Bierne 2018, p. 3). He contends
that the presence of speciesism leads humans to categorize nonhuman animals as subordinate and, as a
result, human-induced deaths of domesticated and wild animals are neither seen as wrong nor illegal
and, ultimately, remain invisible. Bierne (2018) argues for advancement in the recognition of animals to
not only have the right to life, but to their own lives, and not the lives humans think a given nonhuman
animal should live. Additionally, founded in his claims of self and personhood, Bierne (2018) claims
animals have the right to be treated with respect and not as property. Assertions such as these
challenge the omnipresent species hierarchy and more easily allow for the possibility of development
and recognition of friendship between animal and human.

2.2.2. Species Hierarchy

While much social redefinition has allowed animals, specifically dogs, to be seen as friends,
it is crucial to note that not all animals are given this title; not even all dogs are afforded it.
Nonhuman animal species have long been placed into hierarchical statuses. Whether humans
consume the animal or not has been used as a justification for the animal’s social value or lack
thereof (Singer 1975; Herzog 2010). The animal’s social role as a companion (e.g., dogs), working tool
(e.g., cattle), object of disgust (e.g., rats), or threatening fear tactic in cultural imaginings (e.g., pit bull
terriers) also has been used to determine an animal’s place in a hierarchy (Arluke and Sanders 1996).

Whereas the above criteria draw on animal purpose and social role in determining its place
within a hierarchy, Brickel (1985) proposes a view of the animal hierarchy based in social learning.
He contends that humans do not have an innate understanding of certain species or breeds as socially
valued while others are not. Rather, humans learn, in a systematic way within Western culture, “that
certain classes of animals (e.g., dogs and cats) exist primarily to be loved [and] other animals (e.g.,
snakes) are to be feared or avoided” (pp. 33–34). Not only does the media emphasize these disparate
messages, but, likewise, Brickel contends that families support the construction of the animal hierarchy,
and even a hierarchy of breeds within a given species, through selection, monitoring, and omission
of certain animals and breeds during the formative years in children’s lives. While the institutions
of media and family offer a context of learning within childhood, especially, Brickel (1985) suggests
that “it is up to the animals themselves to encourage bond maintenance” (p. 40) through exemplifying
qualities that are socially valued. The demonstration, or lack thereof, of these characteristics (e.g.,
warm, soft, playful, fun, or otherwise affectionate) and the ability for humans to bond, or not, with
the animals as a result, offers a mechanism through which adult humans continue to accept different
species, and even breeds within a given species such as dogs, as ‘friend-worthy’ or not.

Like Brickel (1985) who identifies traits required by animals to be categorized as ‘friend-worthy’,
Bierne (2018) offers a list of characteristics that deny animals the ‘friend-worthy’ designation and,
instead, present them as problematic and disposable to humans. Interestingly, this list is embedded
in a discussion of state theriocide, which Bierne explains takes place when either the state or its
appointees, including law enforcement, private shelters, military, and state departments, kill animals.
In offering an example, Bierne (2018, p. 28) discusses state theriocide occurring indirectly when private
shelters “euthanize animals who are homeless, elderly, unwell, unwanted or deemed dangerous to
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humans”. This list of traits, taken together with the list suggested by Brickel (1985), bolster the claim
of a species hierarchy.

Though centered in different explanations for the existence of an animal hierarchy,
the explanations above share the notion that only some species are granted the title of friend and,
furthermore, within a species, only some types of the species (e.g., breeds) are granted the title.
So, while dogs have reached a high status level compared to other animals, many dogs are still seen as
unbefitting as friends for humans. Notably, the work of Payne et al. (2015) is of particular interest to
the current study considering its goal of explaining why some dog–human dyads are successful in
terms of mutual benefit to both human and dog while others are not. Payne et al.’s review of recent
research includes the finding that the physical traits of a dog, such as ear shape and coat color, affect
human ratings of dog behavior and personality as well as work supporting the notion that human
factors generally have more influence on the dog–human bond than canine factors. The implications
of these findings are significant as they suggest that physical features of dogs, unrelated to the dog’s
actual personality or behavior, can lead to human discrimination against certain dogs and/or breeds.
This reifies the presence of a human socially-constructed hierarchy of dogs. Also, this work offers
criteria upon which humans, as dog caretakers and trainers, can be hierarchically understood as a
species within the dog–human dyad.

Like the work of Payne et al. (2015) and others, Blouin (2013) examines the dog–human dyad.
Blouin (2013) offers a typology of three cultural types or orientations of dog owners (i.e., dominionistic,
humanistic, and protectionistic), which can, along with the work of Payne et al. (2015) described
above, serve as a foundation upon which a creation of a hierarchy of dog caretakers can be understood.
Blouin’s orientations consider how humans relate to their dogs, care for their dogs, and what views
the human has of animals generally. Humans within the dominionistic orientation view dogs as
lesser than humans in value and status, are most likely to have less attachment within a dog–human
relationship, and ultimately, often view dogs as ‘objects’ rather than as ‘subjects’. In comparison,
both the humanistic and protectionistic orientations place great social and emotional value on dogs.
A critical distinguishing aspect of these orientations is that humanistic caretakers often view themselves
as ‘parents’ of their dogs. As a result, they may spoil their dogs based on what the human perceives
as needed and/or beneficial to the dog. However, in this way, the human often prioritizes their
own interests over the dogs and, at times, this may lead to anthropomorphizing the dog (e.g., with
costumes, toys, fancy collars). Ultimately, while the actions of a humanistic dog owner are unlikely
to be deemed as harmful to the dog by society, the placement of oneself in the role of parent allows
the human to hold a socially valued role that has been modeled within family and social settings
from childhood (Brickel 1985). In comparison, protectionistic caretakers view dogs, and all animals,
as having personhood and, as a result, engage in direct care and broader social activism with the intent
of benefitting the animals. This orientation views humans and animals as equal and, as a result, works
to highlight and elevate the status of animals without requiring “surrogate personhood” as does the
humanistic orientation (Blouin 2013, p. 287). In this way, Blouin (2013) contends that the protectionist
orientation exhibits biocentric attitudes, respectful of all nature, in comparison to the anthropocentric
views of the humanistic orientation.

Aside from the dog–human dyad specifically, humans can be placed into social hierarchies based
on many characteristics. Often, their perceived social value is key in determining their placement
on such a hierarchy. As with certain breeds of dogs, marginalized humans are also not always seen
as ‘friend-worthy’. In the same way nonhuman animals were historically, and often are presently,
not granted full personhood, human social groups such as the disabled, the homeless, the elderly,
and children are also not granted such status. Additionally, felons and others charged with criminal
behavior are often stigmatized, stripped of full personhood, and denied complete participation in
society (Goffman 1963). This latter group is of particular interest to the present study as a central
focus of our work is on the institution of law enforcement. Law enforcement already has a historical
relationship with social groups that fall low on the social hierarchy scale of value. Here, though,
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our interest is on nonhuman animals, specifically dogs, who are either granted or denied higher
social status through the label of ‘friend’. While the actions and attitudes of law enforcement and the
criminal justice system communicate a social hierarchy of humans, we argue this same institution
applies a similar hierarchy formula to dogs. Likewise, other social institutions, such as media, further
shape these social hierarchies. Indeed, just as the media has helped to illuminate the incidence of
police shootings of a marginalized social group—individuals of color—so too has the media aided in
generating exposure, albeit differentially framed as acceptable or unacceptable and reflective of the
interspecies hierarchy, of the incidence of police shootings of companion dogs.

2.3. Media Framing

The media is an increasingly influential institution. Its power to frame stories is the central
focus of much scholarship. As Sacco states, “because they are able to legitimate some views and
to marginalize others, the news media are an important part of this framing process” (Sacco 1995,
p. 149). Communication scholars have documented numerous examples of framing, along with
their consequences for social discourse (see, for examples, De Vreese et al. 2001; Dimitrova et al. 2005;
Olausson 2009). Within the discipline of sociology, symbolic interactionists have analyzed the
importance of language and dramaturgical elements to social scenes that are characterized by other
concepts such as scripting, which notes that social interactions have their own guidelines for actors,
settings, and narrative (e.g., Goffman 1959; Berger and Luckmann 1967; Gagnon and Simon 1973).
Because the present study analyzes news media, not the original words of either police or dog
caretakers, media framing and symbolic interactionism serve as strong analytic lenses. While some
articles directly quote dog caretakers and police officers, these stories are still understood through
the journalist’s perspective. The focus is on this medium as the means by which the public receives
information about these cases and, consequently, experiences an emotional reaction shaped by it.
Since the authors examine the reporting of police shootings of dogs and the social designations of
acceptable dog–human friendships, this also means that the media is powerful in shaping social
discourse around human–animal friendships in general.

In recent decades, scholars have more frequently used framing as a conceptual tool.
Carragee and Roefs (2004) note that the definition of frames can vary among such scholars.
They emphasize that framing needs to be linked to political and social power. Thus, framing is
not simply a media effect, but a part of larger ideological processes. This critique employs early
symbolic interactionist notions of social construction and meaning making as part of structural forces
(see Goffman 1974). The working definition of frames applied in the present study attempts to
reflect this critique as the authors also agree, “Although specific characterizations of frames differ,
meaningful definitions emphasize the ways in which frames organize news stories and other discourses
by their patterns of selection, emphasis, interpretation, and exclusion” (Carragee and Roefs 2004,
pp. 215–216). Following the call of Entman (1993) in his seminal article Framing: Toward Clarification
of a Fractured Paradigm, scholars employing framing can use this concept to examine the power of
a communicating text, one that chooses certain aspects of a perceived reality to make them more
prominent. Therefore, in deconstructing media frames around the police shootings of dogs, the authors
deeply engage in the deconstruction of power structures within policing, the hierarchical social
definitions of nonhuman animals, and the influence of the media as a social institution.

3. Methods

Using inductive qualitative content analysis, the authors examine how news sources represent various
aspects of events involving police shootings of domesticated dogs. Qualitative content analysis goes beyond
examining frequencies of words, phrases, and imagery, and instead allows researchers to condense raw
data into categories and themes based on interpretation (Erlingsson and Brysiewicz 2017). This process,
by its nature, involves inductive reasoning whereby themes and categories emerge from the data based on
the researcher’s careful examination and sustained comparison.

98



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 107

3.1. Data Collection and Sampling

For this study, original data consisted of editorials, news articles, and commentary from print
newspapers published in English between 2011–2016 across the United States. The authors used the
search interface ProQuest Newsstand (now Newsstream) to input the search terms “police AND (dogs
or pets) AND shoot”. Filtering for relevance, the authors selected the first 1000 articles as a preliminary
selection. From these, 189 distinct publications remained after the authors limited the sample to news
articles published in 2011–2016 in the United States, and that involved police shooting activity against
non-police dogs.

3.2. Data Analysis

Employing the analytic strategy proposed by Matthes and Kohring (2008), we examined each article
for several frame elements. These elements, Matthes and Kohring contend, come from the widely accepted
definition of frame introduced by Entman (original emphasis): “To frame is to select some aspects of a
perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating context, in such a way as to promote a particular
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described”
(Entman 1993, p. 2). Within this definition, Matthes and Kohring identify the following elements comprising
a given frame: (1) a problem definition which “can consist of an issue and relevant actors that discuss
the problem”; (2) a causal interpretation which “is an attribution of failure or success regarding a specific
outcome”; (3) a moral evaluation which “can be positive, negative, or neutral and can refer to different
objects”; and (4) a treatment recommendation which “can include a call for or against a certain action”
(Matthes and Kohring 2008, p. 264). Ultimately, after examination for the above elements, we engaged in
hierarchical cluster analysis wherein there were “high differences between the clusters and low differences
within a cluster” (Matthes and Kohring 2008, p. 264). Each cluster represented a media frame.

Applying the above method, the authors treated each news article as a singular unit of analysis.
The first author began by performing initial coding of the first 40 articles. During the initial review,
the first author identified the frame elements and also drew on Charmaz’s (2014) constant comparative
method, noting the police reason for responding to a call, the breed of the dog involved, the reported
reason for the shooting of the dog, the dog’s outcome from the incident, the officer’s outcome from
the incident, and the police department’s response. This allowed for an additional level of systematic
comparison of each unit of data with those already in any given cluster, while also allowing for the
integration of additional categories and codes identified through interpretive memos.

Following the initial coding by the first author, the authors engaged in testing the coding scheme
and preliminary hierarchical clusters for validity. Both authors agreed on the same set of 20 articles
to code independently. The authors then met to discuss and calibrate their analyses. Inter-coder
reliability was strong. In cases where one researcher disagreed with the initial coding by the other,
both authors performed a second reading, followed by discussion to thereby lead to a final coding and
cluster designation.

After completing the calibration, the authors split the full sample of 189 articles equally and
coded articles for specific aspects of interest, including frame elements as well as characteristics that
personalized animals, characteristics that affected perceptions of human beings, and words and phrases
related to the relationship and role animals played within a social context. Both authors engaged in
memoing during coding of each article.

4. Results

In this paper, we argue that through use of a variety of strategies, print media draws on and
reifies existent nonhuman animal and human hierarchies. Specifically, certain social characteristics,
practices, and roles are emphasized to effectively position both individual dogs and individual humans
as more or less socially valued and, therefore, ‘friend-worthy’. Drawing on the work of Brickel (1985);
Blouin (2013) and Payne et al. (2015), we use the concept of friendship to describe the relationship
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between the dog–human dyad and, in comparison, employ the concept of ‘friend-worthy’ or the
‘friend-worthiness’ of either dog or human, when discussing the ways the dog or human meet or
fail to meet, characteristics on the perceived social hierarchies of their species. As a result, when
considering a given dog–human relationship within a particular shooting incident, the shooting itself
is deemed either more or less justifiable based on the value placed on the individual dog, the individual
human, and importantly, the connection and relationship they share. In other words, the news article
frames the shooting as either something the readers should care about or not. Below, we identify and
discuss the ways print media frame certain friendships between humans and companion dogs as
more or less socially acceptable and, therefore, particular shootings of dogs as more or less justifiable
or problematic.

4.1. Incorporating Stereotyped Descriptions

News media sources included a variety of descriptive characteristics, not including those provided
within quoted portions of the articles from dog caretakers1 or law enforcement, of both the dogs
involved in the shooting incidents as well as of their caretakers when one was identified. As a result,
media sources often reify existing hierarchies within each particular species (dog or human) and
encouraged reader perceptions of shootings as more or less justifiable based on the social value granted
to the parties individually, but, even more poignantly, when taken as a companion animal–caretaker
pair. Often these descriptions were specific and most articles included at least one form of description
of the dogs involved in any given incident, including the dog’s breed, name, age, weight, and, at times,
the dog’s health condition prior to the incident. The following are examples of succinct descriptive
characteristics included in articles:

• “involving a 12-year-old arthritic golden retriever named Boomer” (Nipps 2011)
• “tan pit bull named Debo” (Valentine 2011)
• “A 15-month old dog named Amore” (DeBolt 2013)
• “The pit bull, a 5-year-old male named Tank” (Graham 2014)
• “12-year-old male ‘pit bull’” (Mester 2014)
• “staffordshire pit bull terrier named Jackson Smore” (Anderson 2014)
• “6-year-old Basset hound/beagle mix, Willy Pete” (Craig 2014)
• “the 6-year-old pit bull-terrier-boxer mix, named ‘Wheezy’” (Day 2015)
• “The dog, a 90-pound German shepherd” (Gerez 2015)

While the above represents the types of descriptions of dogs occurring most often,
overwhelmingly, when the breed of the dog was provided it was a pit bull or pit bull mix.
Occasionally articles included other “bully” breeds (e.g., rottweilers, German shepherds, bull terrier,
or mastiff), but it was more often, breed was noted when the dog shot was a pit bull or, in opposition,
if the dog shot was a stereotypically easy-going, non-aggressive breed (e.g., labrador retriever, golden
retriever, basset hound, brittany spaniel). Noting the breed in this way, either only in cases involving a
stereotypically aggressive breed or harmless breed, emphasizes the ways media draws on pre-existing
notions of the breeds to influence readership understanding of the shooting incident. Similarly, when
articles included the name of a dog, the age (often either when the dog could be deemed a puppy or a
senior), and the (poor) health status of a dog, it personalizes the dog and draws on readership emotion
to influence their perspective of the dog as ‘friend-worthy’ and thereby judge the shooting of the dog
as justifiable or not.

1 The authors use the terms “caretaker” and “guardian” in their own analysis of the published materials to acknowledge the
personhood animals have. When there is incorporation of the word “owner”, it reflects the use by journalists within the
articles under analysis.

100



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 107

In order to examine the consequences of this descriptive writing, take the comparative cases of
two differently framed articles such as the one listed above about the 12-year-old arthritic golden
retriever named Boomer and the incident concerning the 90-pound German shepherd. In the former
article, the journalist and/or news editors begin by framing the shooting as a social violation requiring
reform through use of the article’s title: Dog’s Death Influences Police Policy. This article sets the stage
for the readers with its introductory sentences: “Police officers have shot and killed a half-dozen dogs
this year in the city. But it was the seventh fatal shooting, involving a 12-year-old arthritic golden
retriever named Boomer, that gave St. Petersburg police Chief Chuck Harmon pause” (Nipps 2011).
This initial frame introduces the readers to a social problem by providing information about the larger
pattern of police shootings of dogs. Then, by noting the consideration of the police chief, the individual
in a position of power to implement institutional change, the social problem is justified as a valid
issue of concern. The article goes on to describe that “a campaign to demand that police be trained
in dealing with animals” was initiated by this dog’s caretakers and has since become a “movement
[which] includes an online petition at change.org and a dedicated Facebook page with more than
3700 followers” (Nipps 2011). In this article, the dog’s caretaker was quoted saying: “’My wife was
crying when she heard [of the police department’s policy change],’ Glass said. ‘It’s a mixed thing
because Boomer had to sacrifice for positive change’” (Nipps 2011). Here the inclusion of the caretaker’s
perspective helps to further personalize this dog, who has already been described with a name, age,
and medical condition. This article did note that Boomer, albeit a stereotypical friendly breed, “initially
seemed ‘social,’ according to [the officer’s] report of the incident” yet “became ‘vicious,’” after an
officer tried to examine his identification tag (Nipps 2011). The article also relayed that “an internal
investigation examining the Oct. 1 incident in which Officer Misty Swanson, 25, shot and killed the
dog, police ruled the shooting was justified” (Nipps 2011). Even though the dog’s actions could have
been framed as justifying the shooting, and although an internal investigation ruled the shooting was
indeed justified, the article still frames the story as a social wrong, a part of a larger systemic problem,
and needing a social remedy in the form of policy change.

Alternatively, in the latter article focused on the 90-pound German shepherd, the title sets up
quite a different frame for readers: Evanston Police Officer Shoots Dog. Article titles, such as this one,
read as factual and confer less emotion than articles like the one previously discussed. The dog in
this article is identified only by weight and breed in the title and, later in the article, by a young age
(i.e., two-year-old). In our analysis of the data set, the choice of which descriptors to use in the articles
helped to support the overall frame of the article. Whereas the previous article on Boomer personalized
the dog as a stereotypical friendly breed and offered his age and medical condition to emphasize his
vulnerability as a shooting victim, the article on the German shepherd does not include the dog’s name,
and offers descriptors that paint a picture of a large stereotypical aggressive breed. While journalists
can use descriptors to relay factual information about a news story, they also can use them to frame
the scene and characters within the story. However, descriptors may actually detract from other
facts of the story. In this article, the author describes how an officer decided to check the basement
of the house under investigation: “The dog, a 90-pound German shepherd, then came running out
of the basement door after the officer opened it. The officer attempted to retreat back up the stairs
but lost his balance and fell to the floor in a seated position before discharging his weapon several
times. The two-year-old dog was taken to an animal hospital but then died, police said” (Gerez 2015).
This article lacked information on whether the dog growled, lunged at, or bit the officer, so the actions
of the dog may or may not have justified the shooting. Regardless, the reader of this news article is
given limited, emotionless information that presents this story in a completely different frame than the
story of Boomer, a story filled with emotion, calls for social justice, and reflections of policy changes.
Yet, it was Boomer who was described in the police report as “vicious”, while this German shepherd,
according to the limited information provided in the news article, may have only surprised the officer
who stumbled, fell, and undoubtedly was frightened of a dog with those descriptors—a dog without
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personal identity representing a large stereotypically aggressive breed. These two stories help to
illustrate the overall patterns we saw regarding the use of dog descriptors in the articles.

Likewise, articles included descriptions of dog caretakers to establish not only the appropriateness
of a given companionship, but also then, to suggest whether the shooting of the dog within the
companionship was reasonable. Among others, descriptions in these cases included: gender, age,
employment status, and disability status. Below are examples of the types of descriptions articles
included of dog caretakers.

• “a homeless man named Lech Stankiewicz” (Kemp 2012)
• “its elderly owner” (Quinn and Burness 2014)
• “The dog owner, who has a criminal history that includes assault, protective order violation,

assault on a police officer and various weapons offenses” (Mims 2014).
• “The 28-year-old musician, who has been on the road for 12 years, had hopped a freight train

from Lafayette, Louisiana, to Sulphur, Louisiana” (Curtis 2014).

As was the case with descriptions of dogs involved in incidents, articles likewise drew on existent
social hierarchies within the human species to position the individuals, and therefore the shooting of their
dog(s), as more or less admissible. In many cases, including those above, descriptive characteristics aligned
with lower statuses on the social hierarchy, such as in cases of homelessness or criminal records, suggested
these individuals were unfit dog caretakers and, therefore, unfit as friends to their dogs. Similarly, when
age of animal caretaker was included, it often involved dog–human matching wherein an elderly caretaker
had a dog that was inappropriate based on being an aggressive breed, large size, or young age compared
to the owner, and therefore—theoretically—the owner would be unable to suitably handle.

In the incident of the homeless caretaker, Lech Stankiewicz, and the incident involving the
83-year-old “elderly owner”, the journalists begin the articles by describing the poor health situation
of the owners and frame police as intervening as sources of help. In the former, the article opens by
stating that, “A NEW VIDEO emerged Thursday that shows police shooting a pit bull in the head
in the East Village. The graphic footage, posted to the Gothamist website, shows two uniformed
cops approaching the dog’s owner Monday as he appeared to be suffering a seizure on E. 14th St.
near Second Ave” (Kemp 2012). Similarly, in the case of the elderly owner, the article indicates police
approached because of need by the owner: “Police shot and killed a dog Friday morning after the
Staffordshire terrier attacked two people—including a police sergeant—who were trying to help its
elderly owner who had collapsed in the street” (Quinn and Burness 2014).

Both articles continue to negatively frame the owners through added stigmatized descriptions.
In the case of Lech Stankiewicz, the article stated: “Stankiewicz—who sources said was
intoxicated—was taken to Bellevue Hospital and treated for minor injuries. He was later cuffed
on an arrest warrant for an open-container summons, cops said. His sister said Stankiewicz, who was
born in Poland, left the family’s Illinois home about a decade ago due to a drug problem” (Kemp 2012).
The inclusion of this description minimizes the actual shooting of the dog and, instead, points readers
to the status and troubles of the human within the dog–human partnership. This framing suggests the
human is not friend-worthy due to his struggles with addiction and the law. While the dog–human
friendship relies on responsible caregiving for social approval, addicts and criminals are often socially
defined as irresponsible and unable to provide care for themselves, let alone others. Likewise, in the
case of the elderly owner, the dog in this incident is contrasted to the owner’s weak status (suggested
by the mention of both the age and the physical collapse), when the journalist states, “It is not yet
known whether the dog had a history of aggression, though Staffordshire terriers are considered
similar to pit bulls” (Quinn and Burness 2014). Then the article includes a quote from a neighbor
who recalled “the owner often walked his dog in that area, and that the dog typically wore a muzzle.
She said the dog was unmuzzled on Friday, however” (Quinn and Burness 2014). The inclusion of the
likeness between the dog involved in the incident and that of the breed of pit bulls frames the dog in a
stigmatized and stereotyped manner. Additionally, the fact that the owner muzzles the dog when in
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public suggests the need for additional protection from the dog. Thus, the framing of the feeble owner
and a strong, potentially unsafe dog do not make for a socially acceptable friendship.

In comparison to the incidents within which descriptors of dog caretakers were involved, many
articles omitted descriptors of the owner completely. By omitting this information, writers suggest
there is nothing notable or unusual about the human caretaker involved. Or, in some cases, journalists
mention identification of an owner, but specifically state that information about the owner has not been
released. This removes consideration of the owner, the friend-worthiness of the owner, and possible
culpability in the incident from the dog caretaker. Ultimately, then, focus is placed on the dog and/or
the shooting incident itself. Examples of such omissions and limited descriptions include:

• “The dog’s owner has been identified, but his name was not released” (Staff 2015).

This first example includes no information about the dog caretaker. The following example
does provide a name and location of the caretaker, but no other information. Thus, the reader’s
understanding of this individual as a caretaker is limited, especially compared to the more nuanced
stories that include vivid description about the dog caretakers.

• “Buddy’s owner, Debra Blackmore of Hesperia, Calif” (Kaufmann 2016).

Specific information about dogs and/or humans involved in incidents was not always available.
However, it was not uncommon for articles to still include broad descriptions based on characteristics
of size and/or demeanor, which also encouraged particular perspectives from readership. For example,
in one brief article describing an officer shooting a dog in the foot after it approached another officer,
the article stated: “Police described the animal as a ‘large dog,’ however the breed was not available”
(Day 2014). Likewise, articles noted the reason police originally became involved in situations when not
specific to the dog. Often, these cases involved either domestic disturbances between the caretakers of
the dog and/or drug usage. For example, in one article describing the shooting of a pit bull, it stated,
“to investigate a report of a domestic brawl involving a resident and her ex-boyfriend” (Valentine 2011).
Though the articles are not incorporating factual information or characteristics of the dogs specifically,
the information provided adds situational context to the incident and portrays parties within the incident,
either the dog who was shot or the caretakers of the dog as culpable, and therefore, less friend-worthy.
This situates the actual relationship between the dog–human dyad—the friendship—as problematic and,
therefore, the police shooting can be understood as more acceptable by the general public.

Scripting for Social Context

While above we point to the ways demographic and descriptive factors of the dogs and caretakers
emphasize their positions within the species hierarchy of which they are part, articles also more directly
aligned characteristics with social stereotypes through use of descriptive language and word usage
around the events of a given incident. This included use of words such as “muscular” and “strong”
when describing an incident involving a pit bull. Or, in some cases, descriptors of the dog’s demeanor,
pace, or way of interaction aligned with characteristics provided by the journalist. For example, in the
below incident, the dog caretaker is noted as breaking a law and the description of his behavior when
police arrive (e.g., uncooperative) aligns with this. Similarly, the dog involved is noted as a pit bull and
then the language around the dog’s behavior (e.g., “aggressively”) draws on stereotypes of the breed:

The incident began at about 10:40 p.m. when a woman in the 1900 block of San Francisco
Avenue called police to report a man violating a restraining order [ . . . ] Officers said the man,
identified as Mark Phillips, 37, of Long Beach was uncooperative, and his dog, an unleashed
pit bull, was barking and acting aggressively, forcing officers to move away from the front of
the home. (Puente 2013)

Likewise, some articles drew on the descriptive characteristics of both the dogs and caretakers
involved in an incident to create a comparison in a given incident, which effectively emphasized both
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the culpability of certain dogs and caretakers and the vulnerability of others involved. The following
is an example from a case occurring inside a large, chain pet store:

After a 16-year-old girl had entered the store with an approximately 90-pound pit bull on a
leash. The pit bull encountered a Maltese, a small breed, on a leash. The two dogs began
barking, and the owners pulled them apart, Assistant Chief Steve Deaton said. A short
time later, however, the pit bull escaped its owner and ran through the store dragging
its leash. It attacked the Maltese, which was still on its leash held by its owner, an elderly
woman. The pitbull picked up the smaller dog in its mouth and began to maul it, Deaton said.
(Robards-Forbes and Chang 2013)

The above is representative of the ways articles used descriptive characteristics of the parties
involved in an incident, both dog and human, to draw on socially recognized stereotypes in order
to support police-identified blame (suggested through which dog was shot) within an incident.
Specifically, the article draws on age and gender of the owners as well as breed and size of the
dogs. The youthful age of the pit bull caretaker, and the associated stereotype of irresponsibility, serves
as partial explanation for the inability and/or unwillingness to control the dog. Likewise, the elderly
nature of the Maltese caretaker emphasizes increased vulnerability based on social stereotypes of aging
populations as unable to respond quickly, feeble, and weak. Similarly, the article draws on opposing
stereotypes of the same gender by acknowledging both caretakers as female. The pit bull caretaker is
not strong enough to control the dog (but perhaps a boy may have been) and, in opposition, the Maltese
caretaker was nurturing when she picked up her companion. Finally, the article includes not only
the breeds of the dogs involved, which are both socially stereotyped, but includes the size to further
create a comparison. The offending dog is described by weight, reinforcing it as a large, heavy dog,
while the victimized dog is described, twice, in terms of its “small” build. Through use of descriptions
that hold various stereotypes, both negatively and positively valued, the article supports a particular
understanding of the situation. Ultimately, this is that the companionship of the young girl and pit
bull is problematic, while that of the elderly woman and the Maltese is favorable. Therefore, the police
shooting of this particular dog can be viewed as more socially acceptable.

While it may appear journalists are simply providing the facts of the case, we found that many
articles lacked the type of detailed descriptions provided above. The below examples are two articles,
nearly in their entirety, demonstrating the lack of descriptive characteristics and word usage provided
in other articles.

Example 1:

An Elgin pit bull was shot by police Wednesday after storming fire station 7, according to
officials. Police Lt. Dan O’Shea said fire department personnel were outside when a dog ran
up from across the street and chased them inside. Another pit bull mix showed up a few
minutes later, acting similarly, which prompted firefighters to call the police, O’Shea said.
When police arrived shortly after 1 p.m. at the station, 3270 Longcommon Parkway, one of
the dogs tried to attack an officer, according to O’Shea. “We truly never want to shoot an
animal, much less someone’s dog or any kind of pet,” O’Shea said. “However, if an officer is
going to be bit, he has to take appropriate actions”. The dog was wounded by the gunshot
and later taken to a South Elgin animal hospital. The dogs’ owner lives in the 9N600 block of
Water Road. The owner, whose name was not available Thursday morning, was cited and
will have to appear in animal control court in July. Elgin police wrote five citations for each
dog because of their behavior and for being at large. (Mathewson 2012)

Example 2:

At 4:55 p.m., two Concord police responded to a complaint related to a homeless camp
just off Ponderosa Avenue in Concord. When the officers found the camp, a pitbull terrier

104



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 107

mix immediately confronted them. Police said the officers ordered the owner to grab the
dog, and when the person didn’t and the dog charged and tried to attack them, they fired.
The dog was hit, Concord police added, before it turned and ran about a mile before officers
caught up to it. Animal Control officers picked up the dog, which was taken to be medically
evaluated. The dog was still alive, but wounded, when it was transported. The dog’s
condition is unknown. (Nelson 2013)

Through choosing what and how much information to include, in addition to when and how
to include it, journalists ultimately shape not only the reader understanding of the context during
which police shoot dogs, but also, as a result, influence the social understanding of both dog–human
relationships and police decision-making around shooting dogs.

By introducing humanistic characteristics of dogs into articles, journalists imbued additional
social value onto particular dogs, while effectively anonymizing others. When journalists limited the
description of the dog to only its breed, or in some cases solely as “the dog”, they encourage readers
to distance from the dog because those involved cannot be perceived as relatable. Likewise, the use
of limited descriptive characteristics offers readers the opportunity to draw on stereotypes they may
hold based on what little they do know of the dog, such as when the breed is given. Similarly, through
use of descriptive characteristics of dog caretakers, articles draw on the human social hierarchy to
position individuals as more or less suited to care for a dog, perhaps even the specific dog they had.
Based on the characteristics included, articles frequently incorporated language that matched the social
stereotypes associated with either, or both, the dog and dog caretaker. Together, these decisions by
the journalists influence readership views of the dog–human relationship as acceptable or not and the
shooting incident as justified or not.

4.2. Applying (In)Humane Rituals toward the Dog

Articles included human social rituals applied to particular dogs which humanized—and therefore
personalized—the dog and also spoke to the caretaker’s positioning of the dog as valued or not.
This included noting such things as when a dog was buried, received medical treatment following
a shooting incident, and when dogs had beds in which to sleep. By including these practices, which
are more often applied to humans, dogs could be understood as more valued and, therefore, higher
on the species hierarchy. Likewise, we argue that including the presence of these rituals positioned
caretakers in certain ways, often mirroring Blouin’s (2013) orientations of humanistic or protectionist
dog owners. This type of characterization of the caretaker aligns them with Brickel’s (1985, pp. 37–38)
contention of social learning around positive or good animal caretaking as necessitating “that animals
are to be loved and cared for, and that such actions will reward us with the affection of the animal and
admiration from others” and also reflect Bierne’s (2018) assertion of respect for animals. Therefore, such
caretakers are perceived as higher on their species hierarchy. Finally, emphasis of these rituals indicates
a well-matched, socially acceptable dog–human friendship and suggests that the shooting of the dog
within said friendship is unmerited.

In one article describing the shooting by an Animal Control officer of a 3-year-old pit bull named
“Cage” on his owner’s front porch, the social ritual of burial was described: “After the dog was shot,
Law built a wooden coffin for Cage and buried him Monday night on family property in the county”
(Avant 2013). This passage demonstrates not only the humanized practice as applied to Cage, thereby
indicating his social value to his caretaker, but also points to his caretaker as having high social value
as a dog owner because of the steps he took in caring for his animals in such ways. In this passage,
the caretaker not only buried the dog, a human ritual suggesting the dog was worthy and valued
enough to be mourned and remembered, but, additionally, the place of burial, “on family property in
the country”, aligns the dog as a member of the family. Finally, the owner built the coffin in which the
dog was buried. This suggests the owner cared for the dog in such a way as to dedicate time, energy,
and skill in using his own hands to make the dog’s final resting place. This highlights the social value of
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the dog to the owner, which raises the dog on its own species hierarchy, and, simultaneously, positions
the owner as deserving of such a dog and in fact, is equally positioned on the human hierarchy.

Another example occurred when a police officer responded to community calls about three pit
bulls running loose. Upon investigation, the officer took aim when the dogs charged. Following the
incident, the owner sought medical treatment for the dogs: “The owner, Ronnett Chantel Owens,
took both dogs to an animal hospital on Bestgate Road where they were treated, police said”
(Staff Writer 2011). The receipt of formal medical attention and treatment following an injury is
a social ritual that no animal would receive if not for a connection and relationship to a human.
Partaking in this ritual includes the transfer of money on the part of the dog caretaker, which further
accentuates the social value of the dogs to their caretaker. As with the case of the burial described
above, the willingness of the owner to engage her dogs in these human social practices positions
her as higher on the human social hierarchy. Notably, an owner’s willingness and ability to pay for
medical treatment also reflects either the socioeconomic status of the caretaker, as having disposable
income, or as being willing to draw on alternative economic resources, such as loans or incurring
debt, on behalf of their dog. Regardless, this heightens their ‘friend-worthiness’. Taken together
then, the social value of both dogs and humans in these situations, again, equate in terms of their
dog–human relationship. As a result, the relationships between these particular dogs and humans
are established as well-matched and as socially approved friendships. The willingness of the owners
to engage in anthropomorphic practices, in the former article, and consideration of what is best for
the dog, in the latter incident, suggests the caretakers benefitted from the relationship with their dog
and were, therefore, willing to expend resources on the dogs. Simultaneously, the inclusion of these
practices in the articles suggests to readers that the dogs benefitted from the humans in the dyad as
well—both while alive and, in the former case, after death. Drawing on Payne et al. (2015), the mutual
benefit within these dyads positions them as successful and, therefore, as acceptable friendships.
Because of this, the shootings of the dogs can be socially understood as less fair, just, and right.

Scripting the Dog–Human Interaction

The above section explicates the ways journalists included human social rituals applied to dogs
in ways that position both the dogs and humans in higher statuses on their species hierarchies.
In comparison, however, journalists also employed language and phrasing that facilitated in readership
a very different understanding of dog–human relationships. Specifically, while the response to
being shot and end-of-life experiences of the dogs described above engage the interaction positively,
numerous articles also positioned parties involved in incidents of dog shootings as low on their species
hierarchy because of the dehumanizing and inhumane descriptions of events occurring following the
police shooting. This framing reflects Bierne’s (2018, p. 37) suggestion around speciest language and the
contention that “While human ‘corpses’ garner respect for the dead and are honoured with religious,
familial and other ceremonial rights, the overwhelming majority of animal bodies (‘carcasses’) are
disposed of invisibly, silently and without inspection of record”. Take, for example, the following two
selections, which incorporate the terminology of “destroy[ing]”:

• “The dog attempted to attack a Northport city employee and to protect the employee, the dog
had to be destroyed,” Northport Police Chief Kerry Card said (Avant 2013).

• “But the last thing police officers want to do is use their firearms to destroy a dog,” he said
(Trice and Gorner 2013).

Similarly, in an article describing an incident in which police had to shoot a pit bull after
responding to a human-on-human physical fight resulting in a 23-year-old man running from police
and, ultimately, being bitten by said pit bull in the backyard where he sought refuge, the use of the
word “collected” dehumanizes the dog following it’s death: “A Sonoma County Animal Control
officer collected the dog” (Johnson 2013). Just as inanimate objects are destroyed and trash is collected,
the dogs in these articles are given less social value. Mead (1934), this language positions nonhuman
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animals and humans as inherently different with nonhuman animals inferior to the human counterpart.
Thus, unlike the previous discussion in which dogs are understood as embodying personhood and/or
selfhood, the framing here positions the dogs as objects and catalyzes less emotion around the animal’s
death. As a result, readers can distance more easily from the reality that a human officer killed a dog
and, therefore, the death is minimized. In these examples, the dog–human interactions following the
shooting demonstrate a weak or missing relationship between dogs and humans, which limits their
opportunity for higher placement on their species hierarchy. In the case of the dog being “collected”,
for instance, there is no mention of an owner interceding or caring for the dog after the shooting, despite
inferring the owner was home through mention of the home being accessible (e.g., door unlocked)
for a citizen to run away from police through the home and into the backyard where the dog was.
Consequently, this aligns the owner as dominionistic according to Blouin’s (2013) typology. While this
framing is not necessarily accurate, the decision by the journalist to omit discussion of the relationship
between the dog–human dyad positions the owner as not invested in the dog. As Blouin (2013, p. 286)
posits, “those with dominionistic views often keep their dogs outside. This physical separation
provides a symbolic social distance”. This suggests the owner views the dog as an object, rather than a
subject. Thus, the owner is positioned as lacking friend-worthiness based on failure to meet socially
valued standards of ‘good’ dog owners. Taken together, through incorporating the perspectives of
outsiders, such as members of law enforcement, who position, through their word choice, the particular
dogs involved as lower on their species hierarchy, and indicate weak friend-worthiness of owners by
omitting discussion of care for the animal involved, the friendship is perceived as weak; this gives
readers less investment in the shooting of the dog.

Ultimately, the dog–human interactions, or lack thereof, provided within articles had strong
impact on the understanding of a police shooting of a given dog as more or less “right”. In cases
involving strong dog–human relationships wherein dogs held great social value to their caretakers,
which resulted in various humanized social rituals, their shootings could be seen as more problematic.
Yet, in opposition, when the dog–human interactions described by journalists involved no humanized
social rituals, dogs were dehumanized through incorporation of seemingly inhumane language that
positioned dogs as undeserving and unworthy of such practices. Ultimately, the inclusion by journalists
of whether and how dogs took part in human social rituals indicates the social value of both dog and
human, and speaks to the suitability of any given dog–human relationship when present.

4.3. Inclusion of Social Roles, Status Position, and Performance of Ownership

When applicable, articles included specific social roles and status positions dogs and/or dog
caretakers held within broader society. For example, articles noted when dogs served as therapy dogs
to significantly vulnerable human populations (e.g., children, elderly, and individuals in hospice)
and those who had passed their Canine Good Citizen certification to become therapy dogs, those
registered as companion dogs, and those holding positions as police K9s. While the aforementioned
social roles are formally acknowledged through public social structures and organizations, articles also
noted informal—yet socially valued—roles dogs held, such as when they served as the protector of
their caretakers and families and when their caretakers viewed them as ‘family members’. Below are
examples of the inclusion of these types of valued social roles:

• “‘The dog was my granddaughter’s playmate.’” (Miller 2011)
• “‘The dog was like a son to me and my girls,’ she told an officer at the animal hospital.”

(Valentine 2011)
• “‘My best friend was shot in the back’.” (Moreno 2013)
• “She said Jackson Smore is a registered companion dog to her husband, Rick Rodecap, 56, who is

disabled, and that his personal care attendant had let the dog out the back door to relieve itself
around 1:30 a.m. Friday.” (Anderson 2014)

• “Dutchess, a 2-year-old rescue dog belonging to a family in Florida City, Fla.” (Robinson 2015)
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While, articles also included valued social roles of caretakers, such as noting when they were
parents, when they owned their home, their occupation, and if they were animal rescuers (their dog
was a rescue versus breeder-purchased dog), human social roles were implicated through mention
of a dog’s social role as well. For example, when a companion animal is required by a human,
it indicates the dog caretaker has an unmet need based on mental, emotional, or physical health
status. Similarly, in cases when a dog has a Canine Good Citizen certification or is a therapy dog,
it indicates that the dog’s caretaker is ensuring the dog meets their natural and full potential (pointing
to a protectionistic orientation (Blouin 2013)) and, thereby, provides the owner with positive status as a
pet guardian. This positively valued form of human caretaking is also seen through the way humans
performed the roles associated with their statuses as ‘pet owners’ and the responses they had following
the shooting of their dog(s). Importantly, the ways dog caretakers were able to perform their social
roles related strongly to their economic status positions. Below is a variety of excerpts demonstrating
positively valued performances of ownership.

• “Vachon, who lives in one of the apartments, was at work at the time of the shooting but came
home afterward. Vachon sat weeping in the back of a sport utility vehicle hours after the shooting
as she caressed a yellow sheet that shrouded her dog’s lifeless body.” (Sullivan 2012)

• “Saathoff said he and his wife have consulted with Springfield attorney Stephen Hedinger about
what happened to their pet.” (Schenk 2013a)

• “Luu said she was told by a Police Department supervisor that the surgery exceeded the value of
the dog, and suggested she just get a new pet. [ . . . ] ‘It’s not about the money. It’s about the love.’
Unable to afford the surgery themselves, the family elected to have the dog put down, Luu said.
‘It’s sad’.” (Day 2013)

• “Brown and Hornberger spoke of the incident and are sad about the loss of their female pit bull
named Princess and the injuries to the other female dog named Bella. Both were acquired as
rescue dogs and were about 2 to 3 years old, spayed and microchipped. [ . . . ] Hornberger was
visibly upset in describing what happened and shed tears about the loss of Princess and the
injuries to Bella.” (Usalis 2014)

• “A Facebook group he started called “Justice for Arzy” was quickly accumulating posts of
support on Wednesday afternoon. According to Carpenter, protesters also are planning to picket
the Sulphur Police Department on Saturday.” (Curtis 2014)

All of the above examples demonstrate the ways caretakers of dogs were able to perform in their
statuses as ‘dog owners’ by carrying out various social roles. In some instances, this is demonstrated
through exhibiting responsibility, such as having the dog microchipped and spayed, while in other
cases, this was shown through the emotional and practical responses following the shooting incidents.
While all of the humans described above demonstrate highly and positively valued statuses because
they met societal expectations for the roles they fulfilled, these descriptions also, however, reify the
positions the caretakers hold within the existent human hierarchy that is largely built around one’s
economic and social capital. Specifically, the mention of the type of vehicle owned by Vechon, that
the Saathoffs could afford to seek counsel from an attorney, and that Brown and Hornberger were
able to pay to spay and microchip multiple dogs while the Luu family, for instance, ultimately had to
euthanize their dog because they could not afford to pay for the necessary life-saving surgery, affects the
performance of ownership and therefore, the understanding readers come to hold about not only the
dogs’ and dog caretakers’ friend-worthiness, but also the suitability of their relationship. The framing
of the relationship positions it as meeting or not the standard of mutual benefit (Payne et al. 2015)
required for conceptualization as a successful dyad and, therefore, friendship. As a result of the
friend-worthiness and/or friendship status within the journalist’s framing of an incident, the shooting
incident is implicated as more or less acceptable or deserving of public concern.

Contrasting the incorporation of recognized, highly valued social roles and status position
recognized as highly socially valued into articles, there were also instances when particular roles and
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statuses pointed more clearly to low social value and status of either the dog or dog caretaker within
their given species hierarchy. While this was present in conjunction with descriptions of dogs that
largely drew on identifying the type of call to which police were responding (e.g., public nuisance),
it was more often the case that articles included low-value dog caretaker social roles and statuses (e.g.,
felon, suspect, homeless, elderly). In addition, the performance of ownership included within articles
also lowered one’s placement within the human hierarchy. Below are excerpts demonstrating failures
at human performance of animal ownership.

• “the new charges against Zimmerman will include a failure to license the dogs, letting
them run unrestrained in public and failing to have them vaccinated against rabies.”
(Malawsky and Thompson 2011)

• “After Syncere was wounded, Bogansky didn’t want to put the dog in her car [because the dog
was bleeding]. So police drove the dog to the animal shelter, where it died while police tried to
arrange veterinary care.” (Jackson 2012)

These two examples position the owners as irresponsible (e.g., not licensing and keeping dogs
up-to-date on vaccinations), pretentious (e.g., caring more for an inanimate object, such as ones
car, than one’s still living, although bleeding, dog) and, ultimately, as uncaring for their animals. In line
with Blouin’s (2013) dominionistic orientation, the owners fail to meet Brickel’s (1985) standard of
love and care toward the animal. This results in a weak performance of ownership and suggests that
the dog caretakers were undeserving of their dog companions and, therefore, were not friend-worthy
themselves. This type of unmatched friendship influences the way readers understand the relationship
between the dog and human—suggesting lack of an actual friendship—and may, then, also affect their
perspective of the police shooting the dog.

Ultimately, as with the authors’ previous discussions, these social roles also worked most
effectively when collaboratively positioned to establish whether the partnership between dog and dog
caretaker was matched in social value. This was exemplified in a case describing the shooting of a
2-year-old female pit bull named Cindy and the relationship she had to her human caretaker Adam
Arroyo: “It was just me and her,” Arroyo said of Cindy, a rescue dog he adopted upon his return from
combat duty in Iraq. “I would do anything to have her back” (Fairbanks 2015). Taken together, this
duo have equal social value as Arroyo increases Cindy’s social value given her status in his life and his
claim of interdependence with her, as well as his social value through the roles of serving as active
duty military and one who cares for rescue dogs. As is seen in the case of Cindy and Arroyo, based
on the roles mentioned within articles, dogs and human caretakers are awarded more or less social
status, particularly with relationship to the incident involving a police officer shooting a given dog.
As a result, this positions the dyad as meeting qualities of friendship.

Scripting the Hierarchy

While some articles included the social roles, status positions, and descriptions of ways dog
caretakers performed their ownership responsibilities, others drew direct comparisons within one or
both of the species as a way of further scripting the dog–human hierarchy. In articles that included this
type of comparative work, journalists frequently incorporated quotations of parties involved within
the incidents, such as the dog caretakers, law enforcement representatives and, at times, government
officials. The decision-making power of journalists in determining whose voices are heard and in
what ways they represent those voices is especially poignant when examining the construction and
reification of hierarchies. Take, for instance, the case of 6-year-old Basset hound/beagle mix, Willy Pete,
and his 32-year-old owner, Ginger Sweat, a wife and mother to two toddlers. The article describing the
incident states:

She was putting one of the children down for a nap about 1 p.m. when she glanced out
the window and saw eight officers in tactical gear coming out of the woods near her home.
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One had a barking police dog on a leash, she said. That piqued the interest of her dog,
who had been lying on the porch that afternoon. Her 6-year-old Basset hound/beagle mix,
Willy Pete, left the porch and made his way toward the troopers. The dog, she said, suffered
from arthritis in his back legs and was not aggressive. Her other dog went into the house.
Sweat said she was still inside when she saw the trooper raise a weapon at her dog. ‘I ran
out my door, jumping up and down screaming don’t shoot my dog, he won’t bite, just let
me get him in the house,’ she said. She said the officer fired one shot toward the dog but
missed. She said Willy Pete turned tail and was running back toward her. ‘He ran towards
me with desperation in his eyes,’ she said. ‘They fired again in my direction. In the direction
of my home where my kids were.’ She said three more shots were fired, a total of four shots.
Willy Pete, she said, was hit three times. The dog went to the back of the mobile home.
Sweat said she found the dog near the air conditioning unit. ‘I watched my dog struggle and
then die,’ she said. ‘I collapsed in a puddle in the floor, screaming and crying. ‘I watched
that dog born and I watched him die.’ She said the troopers came to her home and one of the
officers told her “Ma’am we’re dog people, too, but we couldn’t let them fight, she recalled
him saying. ‘He said, I’m sorry. Where’s your shovel, I’ll bury him.’ She said her dog wasn’t
vicious and that she wouldn’t have allowed a vicious dog around her children. (Craig 2014)

There are a number of characteristics included within the coverage of this incident, by both the
journalist and the dog caretaker, that affect the social value, hierarchical placement, and, ultimately,
friend-worthiness of both the dog and the human within this dyad. First, Sweat is identified as a
mother—a socially valued role in society. Not only this, but her concern for the safety of her children
positions her as a ‘good mother’. Additionally, in her recounting of the incident, she stated that
Willy Pete “ran towards me with desperation in his eyes”. This suggests that Willy Pete found
benefit in his relationship with Sweat through his view of her as a source of protection when he
faced danger. Sweat also noted her emotional behavior following the incident and introduced the
length of the relationship she had with Willy Pete through mentioning she had witnessed his birth.
These characteristics all position Sweat as friend-worthy. In comparison to the clear ways in which
the journalist’s decision-making and owner’s framing positions Sweat, the description of Willy Pete
includes differential framing dependent on whose voice is heard. For instance, the journalist includes
the dog’s name, age, breed (stereotypically known to meet Brickel’s (1985) description of animal
qualities allowing for dog–human bonding), and health status. Additionally, Sweat identifies Willy
Pete as unaggressive, retreating when fearful, and as family-friendly.

In comparison, the journalist presents the juxtaposition of the K9 officer and Willy Pete—pointing
to the presence of the intraspecies hierarchy. In Sweat’s recounting of the officer explanation for the
shooting it is implied that the dogs were fighting and that Willy Pete was perceived to have initiated
the fight—thus contrasting Sweat’s description of the dog as unaggressive. Through inclusion of the
officer’s interaction with Sweat, a second dog–human dyad, that of K9 officer and human officer,
is introduced. This dyad is socially recognized as a ‘partnership’, and the officer’s choice to shoot
Willy Pete, rather than his own dog who was also involved in the fight, points not only to the ways
the K9 officer is more highly valued than Willy Pete, but also speaks to the loyalty of the officer to his
K9 companion, which positions him as being friend-worthy. The presence of the roles and statuses of
both Sweat and Willy Pete, as well as the ownership qualities of Sweat, demonstrate the ways articles
effectively represented the friend-worthiness of both dogs and humans within the dog–human dyad.
Through comparison to another dog–human dyad, this article speaks to the presence of an interspecies
hierarchy built upon both the friend-worthiness of each entity within a dyad, but also the presence
of a friendship, too. With much to unpack in this story concerning the dog and human hierarchies
and friendships, it is also worth questioning why the type of home (e.g., mobile home) was called
to the reader’s attention; the relationship between social class and police surveillance, while not the
direct focus in the analysis here, nonetheless, is an important and relevant facet. Ultimately, the story
of Willy Pete likely leaves the reader feeling upset about the shooting. Due to the rich narrative of the
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social actors involved in the scene, the journalist has helped to paint a picture of an individualized
friend-worthy companion dog, cared for by a friend-worthy mother and pet caretaker, and juxtaposed
against a working dog and human partner. Albeit perhaps unknowingly, this writer helps to create
and maintain multiple species hierarchies.

In another example, the voice of a dog caretaker who initiated a social justice campaign after
the shooting of his dog offers a counterargument to framing by law enforcement of the incident.
The caretaker contended that law enforcement shot his dog because “‘[The officer] thought I was just a
train-hopping punk, and he could shoot my dog and get away with it,’ Carpenter said. ‘You messed
with the wrong traveler’” (Curtis 2014). Here, the dog caretaker draws on the existing human social
hierarchy in their decision-making of shooting his dog. The caretaker rejects his assumed placement
on this hierarchy, engaging in tertiary deviance (Kitsuse 1980), and works to establish himself as higher
on the human hierarchy by reframing the presumed label (i.e., “train-hopping punk”) given by law
enforcement to a more socially acceptable label (i.e., traveler). He also engages in a socially valued
performance of ownership to the shooting of his dog (i.e., a social justice campaign claiming the dog
was unjustly shot).

While the above passage employed the language of the dog caretaker directly, whom often
positioned themselves as falling into Blouin’s (2013) humanistic or protectionistic orientations,
numerous articles involved the perspectives of law enforcement. These articles created a different
view of dog caretakers by emphasizing low and heavily stigmatized positions on the human hierarchy.
See, for example, the below passages:

• “‘But if you’re looking for a felon, you may be kicking the door in and have no time to
restrain the dog,’ [the police department representative] said. ‘Every situation is different’”.
(Laker and DeHuff 2015)

• “Pat Camden, a spokesman for the Fraternal Order of Police, said he has no quarrel with officers
receiving extra training but believes that dog owners need to do a better job of controlling their
pets and making sure they’re on a leash.” (Trice and Gorner 2013)

In the first of these excerpts, use of the term felon highlights the status of the dog caretaker
within the human hierarchy and is used as a justification for not having concern of any dogs who
may be in the home. In the second example, the spokesperson for the police attempts to place onus
for the shooting of dogs on the dog caretakers, rather than on the police who respond to incidents.
The shared perspective within these passages and similar articles to these is their clear indication of
the humans holding lower positions on the social hierarchy of humans and as embodying failure in
meeting friend-worthy traits. Specifically, law enforcement departments draw on their own socially
valued roles and statuses within communities to emphasize the lower placement of other populations
(e.g., felons and dog caretakers who are not police officers).

In comparison to the above perspective, some articles incorporated counter claims wherein
individuals worked to negotiate or resist the claims by law enforcement about the social status of
dog caretakers on the human hierarchy. For example, Colorado congressional representative, David
Balmer, himself a dog caretaker said, “‘Landscaping companies, delivery companies—they deal with
dogs all the time, and they don’t shoot dogs’” (Bartels 2013). This quote by Balmer suggests that while
law enforcement, which is equipped with weapons, such as guns, cannot seemingly interact with
dogs without shooting them; other individuals, often with lesser positioned occupational statuses on
the human hierarchy, interact with dogs much more frequently and without the use of any injury or
death-inducing weapons. Ultimately, this challenges the assumed placement of police officers, and law
enforcement more broadly, as high on the hierarchy.

The above speak to the ways journalists constructed and reinforced the human hierarchy within
articles. Below, we point to the ways journalists also elaborated on the dog species hierarchy.

• “Blue pit bulls are generally the same size as standard pit bulls but are considered rare because of
their grayish blue coloration. Cage was 85 pounds and slightly taller than the standard pit bull.
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He was considered to have a “purple ribbon” bloodline that can be traced back 14 generations of
breeding, Law said”. (Avant 2013)

• “On Nov. 17, about 5:30 p.m., a Champaign police officer was called to southwest Champaign
where two dogs were fighting. One, a family pet, was on a leash being walked by one of its
owners. The other, a stray, was not. [ . . . ] [The responding officer’s] actions that night resulted in
the death of the family pet, a bullet penetrating a nearby apartment, the wounding of the stray,
and an offer by the city to pay the family of the dead dog for its loss. [ . . . ] [The stray] was
euthanized at the county’s animal control department about 10 days later because no one claimed
it.” (Schenk 2013b)

• “Officers shot and killed a pit bull that attacked a police dog and arrested six people, including
the pit bull’s owner, at a south Livermore apartment complex Tuesday after a shooting into a
nearby home, officials said.” (Ivie 2013)

Here, the examples work to position the dogs shot by police in high positions on their species
hierarchy. In the first passage, Cage, a blue pit bull, is rare and, therefore, special and different from
other dogs, especially other pit bulls. This is particularly important given the negative stereotyping
the pit bull regularly receives in media and by society more broadly. Likewise, in the second example,
a clear comparison is made between the two dogs fighting. One dog was leashed and being walked
by its owner, therefore it is cared for and part of a dog–human friendship, while the other dog was
identified as a “stray” (i.e., uncoupled from a human) and was unleashed. The use of the dog–human
relationship within this excerpt is particularly poignant as a mechanism for reify the dogs’ placements
on the species hierarchy. Finally, in the last selection, the distinction between a police dog (also
referenced in articles as K9 officer) and a non-police dog (often referenced only by breed, such as
in the example) emphasizes the placement of these dogs within their species hierarchy based on
social role. Each of these dogs meets one or more of the characteristics outlined by Brickel (1985) as
possessing qualities necessary for creation of a dog–human bond and, therefore, catalyzing a possible
categorization of friendship.

The ways articles established and built onto existent species hierarchies and coupled dogs and
their caretakers, particularly when both held socially valued status positions, works to demonstrate
the inter-species hierarchy the authors contend is present in cases of police shooting incidents of
domesticated companion dogs. This inter-species hierarchy relies on the strength of the relationship
between a given dog–human pairing, which is ascertained based on the individual and collective
social roles, status positions, and performance of ownership of the parties involved within the pairing.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Across articles, journalists draw on extant species hierarchies to, ultimately, build an inter-species
hierarchy based on dog–human interactions and relationships ranging from non-existent to friends
and companions. The framing of either or both of the dog and human within a given dyad identifies
the placement on their individual species hierarchy. The individual placements collectively join
to establish a position of the dog–human pairing on the inter-species hierarchy. Their location
on this new, combined hierarchy impacts a reader’s understanding of the level of friendship or
companionship between the dog–human pairing. Ultimately, the framing of a relationship—as well as
of the individual parties involved within the dyad—affect how a reader perceives a given shooting
incident, the culpability a given dog–human pairing have in the incident, and the response of the
criminal justice system (during and after the shooting). Indeed, use by journalists of descriptive
phrasing and word choice; inclusion of human social rituals applied to dogs; and incorporation of
both positively valued and negatively stigmatized social roles, statuses, and pet ownership practices
encourage readers to view particular dogs and/or particular owners as more or less deserving of
the outcome of the shooting incident. Likewise, journalist decision-making to omit descriptive
characteristics of dog or human as well as omission or limiting of situational context influences
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what information a reader is led to perceive as important and, as a result, how a reader understands a
particular shooting incident.

Research on the animal–human bond continues to grow and, amongst extant literature, includes a
variety of perspectives on the ways humans understand animals, human caretaking responsibilities of
animals, and the possibility of friendship between a nonhuman animal and human. As Brickel (1985)
posited, social institutions, including that of family and media amongst others, are strong influencers
in how children grow to learn about animals and the possible bond with and opposition to particular
animals. Dogs, in particular, have long been an accepted animal with whom humans can (and
perhaps should) associate. As a result, existing research on the dog–human dyad continues to garner
attention. Indeed, our findings both support and build on the theory of social learning around the
animal–human bond introduced by Brickel (1985), the dog caretaker typology of Blouin (2013), and the
definition of ‘bond’ as being mutually beneficial suggested by Payne et al. (2015) as we contend that
such works create a foundation for assessing and placement of both dogs and caretakers onto an
inter-species hierarchy.

Social institutions, such as law enforcement and media, are critical in portraying and enforcing
the placement of individuals and collective pairings within given hierarchies. Through responses
to and portrayals of incidents involving domesticated dogs in certain ways, the social value of dogs
and human caretakers, and their friendships, are socially shaped for society. Drawing on the work of
Sacco (1995) who found that most people receive fact-based information about animals and crime from
news media sources, the representation of dogs, dog caretakers, and their friendships more broadly,
is important to how readers come to view police shootings of dogs as acceptable or not, civilian and
police interactions as socially acceptable or not, and whether readers make connections to broader
police trends involving excessive use of force. Notably, Bierne (2018) argues that state theriocide,
like other forms of theriocide, is rarely experienced as problematic by its human participants and
often remains invisible to greater society. In part, this can be explained through the lack of media
attention garnered in such cases. Extant literature includes arguments about excessive use of force by
police against particular human populations, particularly the racialized use of force by police against
black and brown men (Garner et al. 2002; Terrill and Reisig 2003). We build on this by contending
that these same responses by police, a state entity, are present in incidents involving dogs, and are
particularly prevalent in certain villainized breeds of dogs, such as pit bulls. The demonization
of certain nonhuman animals, like pit bulls, is well documented in social hierarchies such as the
sociozoologic scale (Arluke and Sanders 1996). We point to the role the media has in representing
not only dogs, but also dog caretakers, families, and the dog–human friendships in which they are
involved, in certain ways. As a result of the power media holds in shaping social views, the implication
is then that, based on representation of both the dog and human, the relationship between them is
seen as more or less socially acceptable. Ultimately, if the media frames both parties in a dog–human
dyad as ‘friend-worthy’, and the dog–human partnership as mutually beneficial (Payne et al. 2015)
and thereby qualifying as friendship, readers are led to view the shooting of the dog as less justifiable.

The current sociopolitical landscape is significant to our research as it points both to the association
of socially devalued humans with nonhuman animals in the form of dehumanizing discourse and
practice (see Arluke and Sanders 1996) and also, again, to the issue of friendships. Indeed, devalued
companion dogs are often stereotyped and stigmatized as being in relationships with marginalized
humans. For example, legal scholars have suggested that breed-specific dog laws that prohibit dogs,
such as pit bulls, from communities by claiming public safety might have roots in racial bias because
pit bulls have cultural ties to the black and Latino communities (Linder 2018). Linder suggests that,
“Breed-specific legislation may be being used as a new form of redlining to keep minorities out
of majority-white neighborhoods” (Linder 2018, p. 51). Thus, socially disadvantaged human and
nonhuman groups are often grouped together, in the popular social imagination of society members,
but also in actual lived experiences; and both experience violent interactions with police.

113



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 107

Ultimately, this work has implications for policing approaches and practices involving both human
and nonhuman animals. While we are not claiming that police violence against marginalized human
populations operates in the same way as police violence against nonhuman animals, we would be
remiss to not acknowledge the current social landscape. Police have historically been involved in cases
of extreme use of force and have been highly criticized for it (Lersch and Mieczkowski 2005; Harris
2009; Klahm and Tillyer 2010). Much of the criticism from the general public is negotiated through
the media—the source through which the public learns of these instances of violence (Sacco 1995;
Donovan and Klahm 2015). Accordingly, the authors urge that future work to examine the parallel
between policing black and brown men and certain breeds of dogs.

In conclusion, we examined the narrative choices of news media journalists to analyze patterns of
frames implemented when presenting stories on police shootings of companion dogs. Instead of finding
a singular way in which the articles discussed these cases, we found a diverse sample incorporating a
variety of strategies that either worked to frame the dog and/or the human caretaker as worthy of
being categorized as ‘friend’, which then linked to public outcry by framing either and/or both of
the social actors within a given dyad as ‘friend-worthy’. Thus, the contemporary social definitions
and hierarchical placement of nonhuman animals and their human connections are reified by the
media, along with the assessment of the justifiability of the violent police interaction. For a social
institution that already has a spotlight on it for its excessive use of force, the societal understanding
of law enforcement, and police shootings in general, is informed with the additional exposure of
police–(civilian)dog interactions. The media, an ever-increasingly powerful institution in its own
right, helps to maintain symbolic species hierarchies and, in the case of the present work, creates new
hierarchies resulting in the continuation of inequality.
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Abstract: This article explores voluntarily childless women’s experiences and understandings of
human-animal interactions and their attitudes towards companion animals. It draws on interviews
with 15 Swedish women who expressed a lack of “maternal” feelings and therefore had remained
voluntarily childless, or childfree (used here as two interchangeable concepts). Instead, the women
described how they perceived the attachment bonds to companion animals that they had developed
as similar to, or even superior to, the attachments bonds between parents and their children. The
article thus introduces the expressions “peternal”, and “peternal feelings”, to denote these women’s
attachment bonds to companion animals (primarily cats and dogs). The results, however, also illustrate
that few of the women actually took on the role as “pet parent”. Although they longed to develop
attachment bonds with companion animals, they were conflicted and experienced ambivalence,
leading to decisions to develop avoidance strategies, resembling those involved in the childfree
decision. Hence, many of them described themselves as both childfree and “petfree”.

Keywords: voluntary childlessness; women; pets; “peternal”

1. Introduction

People’s relationships with companion animals have usually been portrayed in a positive light,
with research revealing therapeutic, psychological, physiological and psychosocial benefits (Barker et
al. 2003; Blouin 2012; Sable 2013; Sussman 1985). Human and non-human bonds have, however, also
sometimes been pathologized. Froma Walsh (2009a) explains:

Those whose closest relationships are with animals have often been viewed as strange or deficient, their
affections pathologically misplaced. Strong attachments have been assumed to be symptomatic of an
inability to forge healthy connection with humans or to handle separation and loss. (Walsh 2009a,
p. 467)

One example of pathologizing is the “popular stereotype” (Bartlett 1995, p. 90), which depicts a
childless woman’s bond with her companion animal as unhealthy compensation for the missing child
(Campbell 1999; Blackstone 2014; Morell 1994; Veevers 1980). Voluntary childlessness, especially, has a
stigma attached to it and continues to be surrounded by prejudices and stereotypes (cf. e.g., Letherby
2002; Peterson 2010a; Rich et al. 2011). While other stereotypes about voluntarily childless women
have been thoroughly researched and disputed, their relationships with animals and pets have not
received much attention until recently (Blackstone 2014; Laurent-Simpson 2017; Volsche and Gray
2016). The lack of research means that these myths continue to inform people’s affective reactions
toward voluntarily childless women.
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The aim of this article is to explore how 15 Swedish voluntarily childless women made sense of
their decision to remain voluntarily childless, by drawing specifically on their experiences regarding
interspecies relationships. The article adopts a qualitative methodological perspective focusing on
understanding human behavior, and on how people interpret and make sense of their life. The broader
conceptual framework was inspired by interpretive phenomenological analysis (Smith et al. 1999) and
the method for analysis guided by an inductive, hermeneutical approach.

2. Previous Research

Previous research has recognized the developmental and health benefits of pets in families
(Friedmann and Thomas 1985; Rochberg-Halton 1985). Pets can have a sociability function in families,
meaning that they can facilitate human-to-human social interaction, and improve the socialization of
children and adolescents (Covert et al. 1985; Davis and Juhasz 1985; Robin and Bensel 1985; Serpell
1999). Studies show that pets can be a source of emotional and social support to their owners, and
that a strong sense of community can form through animal companions (Headey 1999; Meehan et al.
2017; Bulsara et al. 2007). Pets can also have a surrogate function in social interaction and serve as
substitutes for friends, spouses or children (Veevers 1985). This is especially true for people who are
socially isolated and suffer from psychological illness, or who experience a social stigma (Chur-Hansen
2010; Antonacopoulos and Pychyl 2010). The majority of those who bond with companion animals,
however, also interact successfully with people and do not develop non-human bonds as substitute for
failed interactions with humans (Kurdek 2008).

Companion animals often become part of the construction of “family life” and are sometimes treated
as beloved persons, and ascribed agency and autonomy (Blouin 2013). These anthropomorphising
processes are manifested in phenomena such as “fur babies”, i.e., that pets are pampered, as family
members, and “pet parents”, reflecting that there is a deep attachment and bond in the interspecies
relationship that goes beyond the possessive relationship implied with the word “owner” (Greenebaum
2004; Owens 2015).

People’s attitudes towards pets and how and if they bond with companion animals differ greatly,
for example due to childhood experiences (Blouin 2012). Studies also show that women generally have
more empathetic or positive attitudes toward animals than men, and count pets as family to a higher
degree than men (Herzog 2007; Owens and Grauerholz 2018). Research further suggests that women
without children in the household are more likely to develop mothering bonds with their pets than
women with children (Turner 2001). Childless people or “empty nesters” have even been suggested to
use companion animals to compensate for the lack of children in their life (Rockett and Carr 2014).
Margolies (1999) offers an explanation to why and how pets can function symbolically as children for
the owner:

The primary symbiotic relationship between a mother and a child has many elements in common
with that between a person and an animal. Pets are devoted, forgiving, affectionate, un-critical, and
available. Their love is given unconditionally. The relationship, like that between a mother and an
infant, is essentially non-verbal. Pets offer their owners an opportunity to receive unconditional
maternal love again. (Margolies 1999, p. 298)

Although pets are similar to children in this way, animals’ needs are simpler than children’s,
making it easier to be a “pet parent” than a parent (Blouin 2012). There are also species-related
differences. While dogs are especially known to display child-like behaviors (Volsche 2018), cats are
easier to take care of and cat ownership may therefore be a “response to loneliness” that appeals
especially to “isolated individuals” (Beck and Madresh 2008, p. 52).

Previous research has highlighted how childless people’s attachment to animals often is interpreted
as unhealthy and a replacement for missing children (Campbell 1999; Owens 2015). Veevers (1979)
addressed this stereotype in an early study of voluntary childlessness, in which she interviewed 156
voluntarily childless American couples and discovered that only a small minority saw their pets as
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child surrogates. Instead, many of the couples disliked pet ownership, and for some, experiences
of pets had reinforced their decision not to have children. Similarly, Morell (1994) discovered that
although many of the childless women she interviewed enjoyed companion animals, there were
just as many who steered clear of them due to other priorities—mainly their desires to “minimize
domestic responsibilities and maximize flexibility” (Morell 1994, p. 94). Bartlett (1995), in her study
about childless women, found that companion animals were mentioned only by a small number of
interviewees. Many of the voluntarily childless women and men interviewed by Blackstone (2014),
however, described having strong emotional bonds with their pets and described them as family
members, some even referring to them as their children.

The above-mentioned studies did not focus exclusively on the relationship between companion
animals and childless humans, but only touched upon it. Two studies of late, however, concentrated
specifically on this topic. Volsche (2018) interviewed 30 voluntarily childless participants residing
in the United States, with 28 of the 30 being pet owners. The interviews illustrate the variations in
how the childfree constructed their identities in relation to companion animals, with some using the
parenting terminology and describing a parent-child relationship, while others carefully avoided any
such implications, expressing awareness of the stigma attached to the idea of “fur babies”. Andrea
Laurent-Simpson (2017) analyzed how 14 childless pet owners constructed a parent identity in relation
to their companion animals. She interprets these parent identities as internalized cultural expectations
on becoming a parent, and identifies three parental domains that indicated such an internalized parent
identity: “caregiving” (physical and emotional care and protection), “parental relationship” (treating
and perceiving the pet as a child), and “life modification” (making life decisions regarding e.g., family
and work with the animal in mind).

3. Theoretical Framework

Research investigating relationships between humans and their companion animals has typically
done so from a psychological perspective, mainly drawing on human relationship theories such
as attachment theory or social support theory (Kurdek 2008). Attachment theory investigates how
infants and children develop attachment bonds with attachment figures such as parents and caregivers,
focusing on the internal cognitive processes involved and emphasizing the evolutionary significance
of meaningful affectional relationships (Peacock et al. 2012; Sable 2008; Zilcha-Mano et al. 2012).
Researchers have extended the application of attachment theory models to also encompass not only
adults’ varying need for close emotional relationships (Bartholomew and Horowitz 1991), but also
interspecies relationships (Beck and Madresh 2008; Sable 2013). This research has demonstrated that
people with high levels of attachment to companion animals experience closeness to them similarly
to human attachments (Zilcha-Mano et al. 2011). Companion animals can thus serve as attachment
figures and humans can form an “enduring close affectional bond that is perceived as providing
emotional support and companionship” with their pets (Meehan et al. 2017, p. 277). Researchers have,
however, also pointed out that the term “attachment”, as defined in traditional attachment theories,
may not accurately describe a human-companion animal relationship. Instead, Crawford et al. (2006,
p. 100) suggest that although attachment theory is a good starting point to explore human-companion
animal relationships, they are more complicated than generally believed, and measuring the degree of
attachment does not “adequately depict that relationship”.

In order to make it possible to capture more aspects of this complicated relationship, this article
adopts a sociological perspective and uses feminist theory as a starting point to investigate the social
construction of gender, femininity, motherhood, parenthood and family in society. This allows us
to recognize that it is primarily women’s attachment to pets that has been pathologized (Margolies
1999). Similar negative cultural views do not exist about men and their interspecies bond, for example
with dogs as their trustworthy companions (“man’s best friend”) (Blazina and Kogan 2016), or about
women who are also mothers (Beck and Madresh 2008). Morell (1994) interprets the stereotype about
childless women’s relationship with companion animals as “a forceful example of how compensatory
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ideology works” (Morell 1994, p. 90). This means that childless women’s attachments to companion
animals are not taken on their own terms and are not understood as an expression of a genuine bond
between humans and non-humans. Instead, these interspecies bonds are interpreted as signifying a
substitution for the missing child. The underlying belief is that: “[ . . . ] women have a strong desire to
nurture and care for living beings”, and when this urge or desire cannot be fulfilled by motherhood,
women can instead develop: “[ . . . ] parent-child relationships with companion animals” (Turner 2001,
p. 9). The negative interpretation of the interspecies bond relies on the cultural view that children
are the appropriate recipients of women’s nurturing behaviors, and that voluntarily childless women
do not fulfil their “moral mandate” to have children (Owens 2015). A woman that declares that she
has no inclination to become a mother can therefore be viewed as being egoistic, cold, lonely, bitter,
emotionally unstable or unable to build close and affectionate bonds with others (Blackstone 2014;
Letherby 1994; Rich et al. 2011).

4. Method

This article draws on qualitative, in-depth interviews with 15 Swedish women, who defined
themselves as voluntarily childless. The interviews were part of a larger data set, constituting a total of
36 interviews (with 30 women and 6 men), collected within the two authors’ research studies, which
aimed to explore the lived experiences of being voluntarily childless in Sweden.

Already Houseknecht (1987) recognized the problems with recruiting people for studies on
voluntary childlessness. One of the challenges has to do with that the topic can be considered as
sensitive and stigmatized. For our studies we therefore adopted an open, flexible and inclusive sample
method. We came in contact with about half of the women through an online network for voluntarily
childless women. The other half were contacted using a combination of sampling methods; some
had appeared in media where they shared their experiences of being voluntarily childless, others
contacted us themselves after learning of our research through media or online. Finally, a couple of
our informants were recruited using snowball techniques (Browne 2005).

Only women who fulfilled the following criteria were interviewed: they had no biological children;
they were not expecting any children in the future; it was an intention and/or choice not to have
children. We however did not include it as a necessary condition that the women were married at the
time of the interview or that their reproductive period was over (cf. Houseknecht 1987). As a result,
the women interviewed were between 29 and 61 years old. Eight were single, four cohabiting with a
man while two of them lived in long-term relationships with a man without sharing a household with
them (so called LAT-relationships, which stands for Living Apart Together). All women presented
themselves as heterosexual. They were promised anonymity and pseudonyms are used to refer to
them. More detailed information about them will not be revealed here.

Only four of the 15 women talked about that they shared household with companion animals at
the time of the interview. Seven more of the women told about having previous experiences of living
together with companion animals. In four interviews, the women mentioned companion animals, but
it was not disclosed if they had any pets or if they had previously owned pets (see Table 1 below).

The interviews were conducted in an environment preferred by the informant, which meant
primarily in the participant’s home, but sometimes in coffee shops or interview rooms in public libraries.
All interviews were conducted face-to-face. The interviews were semi-structured and based on open
questions about their decision not to have children and about living as a voluntarily childless woman
in contemporary Swedish society. The interview guide encouraged the women to tell their stories, and
reconstruct their experiences about reactions from family and friends on their decision; attitudes in
society towards voluntary childlessness; their intimate relationships; their career and working life;
what was important in their lives and what they enjoyed and appreciated with living a voluntary
childless life. The interviews focused on capturing the women’s perspectives in a narrative manner.
Narratives are self-defining stories in which the “story teller” make sense of their experiences, their
social world, their life and make claims of who they are (Bruner 1991, 2004). There were no explicit
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questions about pets or animals in the interviews. Instead, the analysis of the replies to primarily two
questions showed that the women repeatedly referred to companion animals: the questions about
why they had chosen to live a voluntary childless life and what they mostly enjoyed with a voluntary
childless lifestyle. That many of the answers to these questions contained references to companion
animals emerged inductively from the data during the analytical phase of the research.

Table 1. Summary table of the respondents.

Name (Pseudonym) Age Partnership Status Pet Status Interviewer

Alice 33 LAT Author 1
Beatrice 44 Single (Cat prev.) Author 1
Caroline 50 Single Author 1

Doris 35 Single One cat Author 1
Eva 29 Cohabiting (Cat prev.) Author 1

Fanny 40 Cohabiting Author 1
Greta 43 Single Two cats (Dog prev.) Author 1

Hanna 43 LAT (Dog prev.) Author 1
Iris 42 Single (Dog prev.) Author 1

Julia 33 Cohabiting (Cat prev.) Author 1
Kim 42 Single (Cat prev.) Author 2
Lena 40 Single One dog Author 2
Maria 61 Married One cat Author 2
Nora 61 Single (Cat prev.) Author 2
Paula 50 Cohabiting Author 2

The analysis was inspired by a phenomenological and hermeneutical framework (cf. Seidman
1998; Smith et al. 1999) and guided by an interpretivist-theoretical tradition focusing on the notions of
self, self-concepts, identities and meaning-making processes (Manning and Kunkel 2014). This is a
framework which allows for an emphasis on how the women constructed and negotiated their identities,
while taking the cultural, relational, environmental and societal context into account. The analysis
thus focused on discerning what the women themselves wanted to tell and what they themselves
ascribed value, meaning and importance in their lives (cf. Smith et al. 1999). The analysis also focused
on identifying diverse stories and nuances and variations in their self-narratives, i.e., in their stories
about self and life (cf. Seidman 1998).

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. During the analytical phase, the interview
transcripts were analyzed in a two-step process with an initial coding where the references to companion
animals first emerged as a prominent theme. After the theme had been identified in this initial coding,
a more focused and interpretative coding commenced where the interview transcripts were once more
thoroughly searched for mentioning of companion animals and these so called “meaning units” (cf.
Shaw 2011) were analyzed specifically for this article. Different considerations regarding animals
were in this manner discovered in 15 of the interviews. This article is based on an analysis of these
15 interviews. The analysis did not attempt to determine the interviewed women’s attachment levels,
but instead aimed to explore how they made sense of, and gave meaning to, their own non-human
attachments, or lack of such attachments. Both authors engaged in the analysis, using a reflexive
and interpretative stance to make sense, in a hermeneutic manner, of the meaning the women
ascribed to companion animals. The results presented in this article developed during this reflexive,
analytical phase.

The research was conducted in full compliance with ethical codes of conduct for social science
research, including informed consent. Ethical research conduct also involves error analysis and
not overestimating the significance of the results. The results presented here have been carefully,
realistically and critically evaluated regarding reliability, soundness and clarity (cf. Swedish Research
Council 2017).
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5. Results

The analysis of the interspecies relationships of the Swedish voluntarily childless women resulted in
two overarching categories. The first category consisted of the stories told by women who expressed
“peternal” feelings, i.e., a strong delight in pets or an intense longing for pets, and had experiences
from owning companion animals. The second category comprised the opposite type of stories—told by
women who described themselves not only as “childfree”, but also as “petfree” and expressed strong
feelings about the importance of not being a “pet parent”. Each of these two categories, however,
included a variety of different approaches and it is important to also emphasize the nuances in how
the women made sense of companion animals. The analysis therefore highlights how the women’s
self-narratives were characterized by ambivalence and reflections regarding responsibilities. Despite
“peternal” longings, the responsibilities towards the animals made them refrain from having their own
pet. Such a responsibility had too large an impact on their desire for freedom. This also resulted in only
one of the voluntarily childless women interviewed discussing her relationship with her companion
animals in terms of “parenting”.

5.1. “Peternal” Feelings, Attachments and Longing for a Companion Animal

When asked about why they had opted out of motherhood, many of the women used childhood
narratives to construct a voluntarily childless identity. In several cases, these childhood narratives
described relationships with companion animals. Iris recollected about her upbringing: “We had
animals in our home. We had a dog when I was born and later on I got a rabbit that I had for a long
time. So I’ve always had animals instead” (Iris). The use of “instead” can be interpreted as reflecting
Iris’s awareness of expectations on her to develop an attachment orientation towards babies already
during her upbringing. Her narrative suggests that the proximity to companion animals in her family
could explain why “young Iris” did not develop this attachment orientation towards babies in the
same way as other children did (cf. Kurdek 2008; Zilcha-Mano et al. 2011), and why “adult Iris” did
not feel a desire to have children.

How an attachment orientation towards babies could/should, manifest itself during childhood
emerged in other interviews. When Hanna was asked why she had remained childless she explained:
“Babies have never interested me”, and she recollected from her early childhood:

I remember in kindergarten, seeing the other girls screaming “oh, a baby!” as soon as they saw a baby
carriage, running to almost crawl into it to have a look. It never interested me. [ . . . ] It could have
something to do with that. (Hanna)

Hanna continued to recount, describing her orientation towards animals: “But on the other hand
. . . I was extremely interested in animals and my greatest wish was to get a dog or a cat so I ran to
greet dogs instead” (Hanna). Hanna’s “but on the other hand”, similarly to Iris’s “instead”, suggests
that her orientation towards pets had replaced the development of an attachment orientation to babies.

Julia, who explained that she had “no interest in children”, also ruminated about her upbringing,
during which she described interaction with babies as lacking. She used the same expression as Hanna:
“on the other hand”, when she explained her interest in pets:

Animals on the other hand . . . I can think “oh, how cute! That’s adorable!” I can’t tear my eyes off
kitties and puppies. I always make a fuss over them and have to nuzzle them. But not with kids. (Julia)

In contrast to how other people express excitement about babies, most of the women interviewed
explained that they had never experienced babies as wonderful and cute. Some of them, however,
drew parallels to their own overwhelming feelings towards animals. Beatrice was asked to explain her
decision to remain voluntarily childless and she expounded:
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I have never liked children. [—] You are supposed to love children just because they are children. But
I can’t say that I genuinely like something in a general manner like that. [ . . . ] The only thing that I
can say, almost say, that about is cats. Just as other people get silly with babies, I get like that with
cats. (Beatrice)

Kim also explained how cats, no matter how they looked or behaved, were always cute and
compared it to the feelings others expressed about babies: “Yes. I can understand that feeling. The little
piffle feeling: ‘Oh, how cute!’” (Kim). She could also relate to the feeling of getting totally absorbed
by something: “If I’m to be honest... It’s clear that you’re getting caught up in what’s one’s interest
in the moment. So if I get a cat I will surely only speak cat, cat, cat, cat, cat” (Kim). Iris was less
understanding of how parents become totally absorbed by their children. She also rejected the idea
that her behavior as a pet parent would simulate that sort of excitement:

Most people seem to go crazy just because they have been able to reproduce. They don’t talk about
anything else than diapers, vomit and other things that I don’t care about. I mean, I had a dog before,
but I didn’t call my friends to tell them about his poo! (Iris)

Nora reflected, in a similar critical stance, over how she refused to adapt to the social norms and
join in on the excitement about babies: “And those of my co-workers who came to work with their
babies and everyone said: ‘Oh, yes... how sweet!’ [But] I just walked away.” (Nora). Not meeting
social expectations on a certain behavior usually elicits social disapproval, which the women also were
aware of. Julia reflected over her orientation towards companion animals: “It’s somehow inhuman in
a way, that animals are more important or that I’m a person who prefers animals to humans” (Julia).
Turning to self-reflection, Julia continued: “It seems so cold when recounting it” (Julia). Referring to
her own behavior as reflecting the character trait “cold” could be interpreted as if Julia had internalized
the stereotypes about voluntarily childless women as uncaring, hard-hearted, distant and detached
(Blackstone 2014; Letherby 1994; Rich et al. 2011).

The overwhelming delight in babies, as displayed by other girls in the narratives of Hanna
and Doris, could be interpreted as an early manifestation of the biological urge to become a mother,
commonly believed to be experienced by most adult women and sometimes referred to as “maternal
feelings” (cf. Peterson and Engwall 2013). These women thus dissociated themselves from having
developed this type of maternal longing for a baby. Two of the women, however, described what
could be understood as a “peternal” longing for a companion animal. They discussed their urge for a
companion animal as an innate biological urge, similar to how other women described their maternal
desire for a baby. Eva reflected on how both the absence of maternal instinct and the strong preference
to have a dog, were natural and biological processes:

My boyfriend came up with a theory that I might get the bodily reaction that in other women leads to
the feeling “I want children”, but in me, these signals are transformed in the brain and what comes
out is: “I want a dog!” [laughter] I really want a dog. [—] I have thought about this and maybe I lack
some neurological connections. (Eva)

Kim, similarly, emphasized her absent baby fever and instead highlighted her strong longing to
have a cat. “I want to... God... mhh mhh [sighing] I want a cat! I have never felt that oh mhh [sighing
again] I want a child” (Kim). Kim acknowledged that there was a distinction between the urge for a
baby and for a cat, but in order to make the interviewer understand her reasoning she persisted: “that
sounds ridiculous [comparing children with cats], but I have to make that parallel” (Kim).

Kim also recounted how she used the analogy between pets and children when she was confronted
with the statement “you would be a wonderful mother” (Kim). In order to deal with this implicit
suggestion that all women want to become mothers, Kim responded with the counterstatement “you
would be a great cat owner” (Kim), aware of that this would also end any discussion about her childfree
status. Appraising a childless woman’s caring disposition (displayed e.g., towards companion animals)
in this manner is a manifestation of so called “pronatalistic pressure” (Peterson 2010b), i.e., the powerful
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normative force coercing women into motherhood, constructing voluntary childlessness as unnatural
and as an unconceivable option. Childless women commonly experience manifestations of pronatalistic
pressure as more or less explicit attempts to persuade them about the advantages of becoming a mother
(Peterson and Engwall 2013). All of the women interviewed had encountered this. Eva reported how
she dealt with that:

If someone asks why I don’t want children it usually ends with me saying: “As long as I prefer to have
a dog to a baby, I shouldn’t have children. Period.” You can’t argue with that. So that’s usually the
most efficient strategy [to silence them]. (Eva)

Caroline reflected over the power of the pronatalistic pressure as she noted that not all women
who become mothers “really crave a baby”. Instead, according to Caroline, they get persuaded by
society or by a partner, which made her ponder: “Why don’t they just get a puppy instead?” (Caroline).
Overturning the stereotype about childless women’s pets being child substitutes, Caroline thus implied
that some children instead are substitutes for pets and that pronatalistic pressure prevents some women
from making the most sensible decision, i.e., getting a pet. Eva likewise questioned the choice to have
children: “When my friends have told me they’re pregnant my first thought has been ‘But why would
you want a baby when you could have a dog?’” (Eva). Iris, not only implied that children could be
substitutes for pets, but explicitly developed her ideas about this:

I don’t know if the dog becomes some kind of substitute [for childless people]. I have almost seen
having children as a substitute for getting a dog. [laughter] I have heard people being given the advice
to have children in order not to have to be alone. Seriously! I’ve heard it several times! And I feel
”but why don’t you get a dog? It will be cute and sweet and it won’t give you any problems with
quarrelling or whining”. (Iris)

Only one of the women interviewed expressed what could be interpreted as what in previous
research has been defined as a “petparent” identity (Owens 2015; Owens and Grauerholz 2018). Greta
expressed that she enjoyed a “special bond” with her two cats and considered them to be the most
important in her life. For her, the childfree lifestyle meant that she could protect her two cats from
the risks of being subjected to the cruelty of children. Greta explained that she had always, since
she was a child, considered children to be “big animal abuser”. She continued to account for what
that meant for her and her decision to remain childfree: “Right now I have two cats, and I would
never dream of exposing them to a life together with children” (Greta). Greta gave an example of her
protective attitude:

A colleague of mine asked if she could borrow one of my cats because her daughter wanted a companion
animal. “Are you completely crazy?”, I replied, and she said: “What do you mean? It’s only an
animal!” If you have that attitude you shouldn’t even have a stick insect as a pet. My God! They are
my babies. [—] It would be just as absurd as if I asked to borrow her child to see if I could cope with
being a mother. (Greta)

Referring to her cats as her “babies” is a way of drawing on cultural parenting narratives and
constructing a childless interspecies family narrative (Owens 2015; Owens and Grauerholz 2018).
Comparing her cats to children, and strongly refuting the idea about “only an animal”, Greta seemed to
oppose the everyday distinction between humans and non-humans in which the parental relationships
to animals is minimized and devalued (cf. Owens and Grauerholz 2018). At the same time, she
portrayed herself as a more responsible and legitimate parent than her friend. The role as a protector
of the companion animal/child is part of the caregiving parental role that Laurent-Simpson (2017)
identified in her research on childless/childfree pet owners. Similar to Greta, several of the informants
in the study of Laurent-Simpson (2017) were concerned with protecting their companion animal from
traumatic memories of teasing and bullying, although no one in her study identified children as
the culprits.
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5.2. Remaining “Childfree” and “Petfree”—Ambivalence and Avoidance Strategies

Why then, if Eva, Caroline, Kim, Julia and Hanna, had these “peternal” longings, did they not have
companion animals? Actually, they, together with Beatrice and Nora, strongly rejected the idea about
having pets. As we shall see in this section, references to companion animals were also intertwined
in the women’s narratives about how children would disrupt their lifestyle. In these narratives the
women used similar arguments to explain why they did not have pets that they used to describe the
disadvantages of having children.

Just like being a parent, being responsible for pets was perceived, by these women, as restricting
the owner’s freedom and independence. These women emphasized that they were “childfree” and
not “childless”, emphasizing “the positive experience of the choice” (cf. e.g., Park 2005, p. 399
for a discussion on the choice of term). Both children and pets would prevent them from feeling
“spontaneous” (Beatrice) and made them “feel trapped” (Beatrice). Beatrice: “could imagine that it
would be really nice to have a cat” but explained her priorities in life: “It’s important for me not to have
responsibility for someone else. I don’t have any pets either because I don’t want to be responsible for
it” (Beatrice).

Fanny described how she enjoyed not only the benefits of a “childfree lifestyle”, but also a “petfree
lifestyle”, involving minimal household and caretaking duties. She shared her observation about
“mothers who need a pet to take care of and groom” when they become “empty nesters”. Contrary to
this she explained: “But I feel that those care-taking duties are just a burden to me” (Fanny). Previous
research has shown how voluntarily childless women sometimes explain their decision with reference
to a lack of a biological urge to have a baby (Peterson and Engwall 2013). Fanny described her decision
to forgo motherhood in this manner, as something very “natural” due to absent “maternal instinct”.
Fanny explained how her childfree decision was linked to her identity and her lifestyle, describing
that she had never had: “that motherly, nurturing and caretaking part” (Fanny). She continued to
explain what that meant: “I don’t have the need to take care of a child or a pet. I don’t feel that
need very strongly” (Fanny). Instead, her needs gave priority to personal freedom. Nora described a
similar experience:

I think children, you know, it had... it had also cropped my freedom. I’ve had some cats... And I was
thinking about getting a cat again, but... if I want to travel or do this and that... who would take care
of the cat? (Nora)

As seen above, the women described a need for freedom that not only prevented them from
parenting a child but also from parenting a companion animal (cf. Peterson 2015). Similar arguments,
regarding these women’s need for freedom, were thus used to support their decision not to have
children and to support their decision not to have an animal companion. In short, their lifestyle
preferences could be summarized in the expression: “I don’t even have any pets!” (Beatrice).

Likewise, Julia ruminated over her limited possibilities to care for a companion animal, or a child,
due to her lifestyle:

I had a cat a long time ago. Unfortunately, he died. But I love cats. I would really love to have
a cat. But with the life I lead right now, travelling a lot, having engagements in the evenings. It
would be a miserable life for the cats. When you get home, the poor cat would be starving for affection
and attention and then I wouldn’t get the space I need. When I tell people that they always support
that decision: “That’s very sensible of you, don’t get a cat”. But it’s the exact same thing with a
child. (Julia)

Julia thus described that it was easier for other people to accept that she, because of life
circumstances, opted out of a cat than a child. In contrast to Fanny, Julia and Beatrice expressed feelings
of ambivalence regarding pets. Ambivalence, i.e., “mixed feelings”, defined as a “mix of positive
and negative emotions toward the same relational object” (Lendon et al. 2014, p. 272) is a concept
previously often referred to in research on voluntary childlessness (cf. e.g., Letherby 2002; Letherby
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and Williams 1999; Reuter 2018; Veevers 1979). Although Julia longed for a cat, she had decided to give
up the idea of having a pet. Her ambivalence and struggle involved taking into account her own need
of “space”, but she also displayed a high level of empathy with the cat and acknowledged the cat’s
needs of affection and attention and that she would not be able to fulfil those needs. She compared
this line of reasoning, an example of responsible ambivalence, with her decision to forgo children (cf.
Reuter 2018).

Three of the women who previously had shared their household with a companion animal
described the problems they had experienced. Contrary to what previous research (Owens and
Grauerholz 2018; Owens 2015; Walsh 2009b) has shown about pet parenting as a preparation to become
a “real” parent, Beatrice, reflected over the experience in the following way:

Having a cat was really a kind of vaccination for me. It made me realize what I already knew. If I can’t
even take care of two cats without feeling trapped, what would it be like with a child? A cat you can
. . . If you get upset with your cat you can put it in the bathroom for an hour, of course you wouldn’t
like to, but still . . . (Beatrice)

Even for Eva, who preferred animals to children, a pet could become a burden. She was asked
what she enjoyed with her voluntarily childless life and she instantly replied: “To be able to be
free” (Eva). She expanded on what this meant by recounting how she and her partner once had a
companion animal:

We had a cat once. It was fun and it actually made us feel a little like a family. It was nice and fun.
But at the same time . . . there were some problems with the cat and as you can tell he is no longer with
us. It became a burden and it was a little like . . . it ended up being an encumbrance. (Eva)

Although Eva was deterred by the episode involving the companion animal, it is worth noting
the reference to the positive experience of feeling “a little like a family”. Two adults living together is
not perceived as a family in the social construction of “doing family” (cf. Blackstone 2014; Owens and
Grauerholz 2018). A child, or a cat, increases the possibilities of being perceived as a “real” family.

Kim, who expressed how she loved cats, and previously had owned one, came to the decision to
not have a cat due to her lifestyle:

I had a cat when I moved home to Sweden. But she died unfortunately and I didn’t get a new one.
Because I realized how hard it was ... to be away from home all the time, I traveled a lot with the job
then and worked long days and was gone. And the little kitty . . . when I got home she was so happy
to see me after being completely deprived of company, and so rather, I have chosen to opt out a cat.
Because I don’t think I have time to take care of it. (Kim)

Kim, similarly to Julia, expressed her ambivalence towards being a cat-owner. While Julia
described empathy, as a prerequisite for feeling guilt, Kim was more explicit about wanting to avoid
feeling the guilt of leaving the cat alone. Still, such guilt also reflected the concern for the cats (cf.
Rotkirch and Janhunen 2009).

The relationship with companion animals was also constituted as problematic by three of the four
women who were pet owners. Doris had a cat, and when she was asked to explain why she had chosen
to live a life without children she replied: “I would have a hard time coping with having someone
that is so dependent on you . . . it’s quite enough with having a cat [laughter]” (Doris). Doris thus
emphasized the distinction between the level of caregiving associated with pets and children. Maria
was another cat owner interviewed and she opined that a child would possibly constrain her everyday
life even more than her cat already did:

Yes, it is possible. I’ve always had a cat and ... We get very bound by it. It’s coming along everywhere.
It’s true that you’ll be bound. Maybe not always physically but very bound mentally. (Maria)
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Similarly to Eva, Julia’s previous experiences of “pet parenting” only reinforced her choice to
remain voluntarily childless. She reflected in a self-aware manner over how she thought she would be
able to cope with the motherhood role, and compared it to how she coped with the role as “pet parent”:

I’m a very impatient person and with the cat . . . when the cat was meowing I felt like hitting it!
[laughter] So I can only imagine, what would it be like with a kid? It would be so incredibly much
worse! (Julia)

In these cases the women’s experiences of pets confirmed their decision to forgo children, whether
it was based on refuting what was understood as necessary life modifications or anticipating an
unacceptable high level of caregiving. Even Greta, who cared for her two cats to a point where they
had become her “fur babies” (cf. Greenebaum 2004), making sure never to let them go outside or be
alone at home for too long, described that she had her limits when it came to caring for companion
animals. She had previously had a dog and could compare the two different types of companion
animals: “I’ve had a dog also and that was a completely different kind of care-taking and you needed
to spend much more time at home with the dog” (Greta). Preferring a cat instead of a dog could
be explained with reference to “species-typical differences in social behavior, with cats being more
emotionally distant from their owners than dogs” (Zilcha-Mano et al. 2011, p. 348). The cat, with
self-reliance and lack of interdependence (Beck and Madresh 2008), was a better fit with Greta’s own
preferences regarding autonomy.

6. Discussion

This study has examined how 15 Swedish voluntarily childless women gave meaning to and
constructed their voluntary childless decision by drawing on experiences regarding interspecies
relationships. Only four of the 15 women interviewed disclosed that they actually owned pets and only
one expressed what could be interpreted as an evident “petparent” identity (cf. Laurent-Simpson 2017;
Owens 2015; Owens and Grauerholz 2018). Instead, about a third of the women wanted to be “petfree”
for the same reasons as “childfree”, and strongly dissociated themselves from the responsibilities
associated with pet parenting.

Nevertheless, several of the women without pets were intensely emotionally attached to a
particular pet, or particular types of companion animals in a more general sense. Some of them
even compared their longing for a pet with other women’s maternal longing for a child, and thus
expressed “peternal” feelings. Notwithstanding, not even these women, who compared their deep
affection for companion animals with the attachment between parents and child, had adopted the full
“caregiving” behavior, or attempted extensive “life-modification”, with regards to a companion animal
(cf. Laurent-Simpson 2017). They rejected the idea about taking on the responsibilities for duties such
as feeding, cleaning and providing comfort to children as well as to pets. Previous experiences of
companion animals made them refrain from once again sharing their household with a pet as the
responsibilities would have too large an impact on their desired lifestyle. Although affections for
companion animals were a significant aspect of these Swedish women’s voluntary childless identities
and sense-making, most of them were not willing to adjust their childfree lifestyle to include a
pet. Those who experienced the strongest “peternal” feelings in this study, however, also expressed
ambivalence. They struggled to acknowledge that their intense attachment to companion animals was
not compatible with their needs for space and freedom. But ultimately, their responsible ambivalence
(cf. Reuter 2018) involved both empathy and guilt towards the pet.

Little attention has so far been devoted to understanding voluntary childlessness as a phenomenon
contextually dependent on social, cultural, historical, economic and political pre-conditions. We,
however, here emphasize the need to interpret these results within the context of the current Swedish
society. This is a welfare society characterized by a political commitment to create a ‘child-friendly’
society where structural measures support the reconciliation of parenthood and professional life.
A powerful motivator for women to choose to remain childless has otherwise been professional career
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preferences (Abma and Martinez 2006; Tanturri and Mencarini 2008). This choice—between children
or career—is less relevant in the Swedish context. Consequently, this is a societal context in which
women’s career orientation might not provide a legitimate explanation for the voluntary childless
decision. Instead, previous research shows that Swedish women favor references to biological and
bodily processes to make sense of their voluntary childless decision. This sense-making strategy is
illustrated by expressions such as “silent body”, “lack of biological clock”, “no urge” (Peterson and
Engwall 2013). These expressions mirror societal norms that motherhood should be preceded by a
strong and irresistible longing for children.

When Swedish voluntarily childless women describe a lack of maternal feelings in this manner, they
make sense of their decision to forgo children in dialogue with the societal discourse about motherhood:
just as reproduction is assumed to be biologically programmed, so is voluntary childlessness. References
to lack of a maternal instinct are therefore also a way of depicting voluntary childlessness as a “natural”
decision in the sense of “not acting against nature”.

The results in this article illustrate that similar sense-making occurred with regards to companion
animals. Describing strong “peternal” feelings makes sense in a societal context where maternal
instincts have been biologized (Peterson and Engwall 2013). To display “peternal” feelings could
also be a way of refuting stereotypes about voluntarily childless women being cold and unable to
form attachment bonds with others (cf. Blackstone 2014; Letherby 1994; Rich et al. 2011). Expressing
such “peternal” longings can therefore also permit voluntarily childless women to embrace their
womanhood, regardless of stereotypes about “unwomanly conduct” (cf. Morell 1994; Rich et al. 2011).

Previous research has also highlighted how Swedish voluntarily childless women emphasize their
need and desire for “freedom” when they explain and justify their decision to forgo having children
(Peterson 2015). The women’s justification for living a “childfree” life, and a “petfree” life, even despite
having “peternal” longings, seemed to coincide in arguments that these life-decisions were made to
prevent disastrous consequences for themselves as well as for the child/pet. The sense-making strategy
regarding not having pets thus gave further support and weight to their voluntary childless decision. It
is a meaning-making strategy that presented their decisions in a consistent and responsible way, as they
avoided being questioned about why they had companion animals but no children. By dissociating
themselves from the caring-activities associated both with children and companion animals, their
behavior made more sense, to themselves and to the surrounding society. Hence, making sense of a
“petfree” lifestyle, in relation to their need of “own space”, also supported their childfree decision.

The qualitative, interpretive perspective adopted in the article facilitates a complex and nuanced
analysis that highlights voluntarily childless women’s meaning-making as a reflexive, complex and
continuous process (Manning and Kunkel 2014). The analysis therefore contributes to the growing
body of research attempting to understand variations in human-non-human relations (cf. Blouin 2013).
However, more research is needed in this area, especially because the voluntary childless population is
prognosed to continue to increase. The results highlight the need for more cross-cultural comparisons
between different cultural contexts. The article raises questions about whether or not “a desire to
nurture” (Laurent-Simpson 2017) or being a “dog mom” (Volsche and Gray 2016) are more accurate
arguments, justifications and sense-making strategies in some cultural settings than others, depending
on, for example, the strength and influence of traditional gender roles in these cultures. Our research
suggests that voluntary childlessness and “petparenting” can have very different meanings in different
societal contexts.
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Abstract: This article is an autoethnographic examination of my experiences as a pet owner during a
particularly challenging time in my life. Beginning with a summary of a critical incident, it shows
the way in which fears for the safety of my pet cat, Lily, and my relationship with her impacted
my health, wellbeing and identity. Depicting self-knowledge as partial, local and culturally located,
I deconstruct the relationship I had with Lily in relation to the particular set of circumstances in which
it was situated. I was seen by my doctor and prescribed a course of cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT)
during this period, and so, my account draws on my medical records, CBT notes and my CBT thought
diary in an attempt to understand how and why my anxiety was manifested in my concern for Lily.
The article calls for cognitive behaviour therapists to carefully evaluate external stressors before fears
are dismissed irrational and reformulated as alternative thoughts. This article also demonstrates that
familiesare diverse, and there are many ways of ‘doing family’. For many heterosexual and same-sex
couples, pets give stability to a partnership and elevate it to family status, if only within the privacy of
the home. Human–animal attachments can be comparable to human–human attachments, and where
attachments to pets are as strong as those toward humans, fear of harm can be devastating.

Keywords: family; CBT; autoethnography; pets; homophobia; LGBT

1. Introduction

This article is an autoethnographic examination of my experiences during a particularly challenging
time in my life. Beginning with a summary of a critical incident, my narrative shows the way in
which fears for the safety of Lily, my companion animal, and my relationship with her impacted
my health, well-being and identity. Grounded in an interpretivist philosophy, my autoethnographic
account utilises writing about the self as a method of inquiry. Depicting self-knowledge as partial,
local and culturally located, I critically examine the human–animal relationship I had with Lily in
relation to the particular set of circumstances in which it was situated. Of primary importance during
this period was the imposition of medical definitions of the situation, as I was seen by my doctor and
prescribed a course of cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). Consequently, my autoethnographic account
draws on my medical records, CBT notes and my CBT thought diary in an attempt to understand
how and why my anxiety was manifested in my concern for Lily. Additionally, since there is a
dearth of research on human–animal relationships during adversity, this article answers in part the
call of Zilcha-Mano et al. (2012) and others for a scholarly examination of people’s relationships with
companion animals during ‘difficult life situations’ (p. 9). My account, similar to the redemption
narratives of homeless people elaborated upon in Irvine’s (2013) research, shows the ways in which
people construct and revise their sense of self by telling stories that describe their relationships with
animal companions.

This article begins with a brief description of the critical incident followed by a discussion of the
autoethnographic methodology. Then, drawing on pertinent literature, I analyse how my relationship
with, and fears for, Lily manifested themselves during this challenging period.
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It is beyond the scope of this paper to share the entire critical incident upon which this article
is based. What follows is a synopsis of the salient events. Even though this story is primarily about
me, at its core is the behaviour of others, as well as my relationships with them. Tolich (2010) casts
the word ‘auto’ when applied to autoethnography as a “misnomer”, describing the self as “porous”,
inevitably “leaking” onto others, (p. 1608). The others mentioned in the narrative are ‘characters’, only
partially depicted to help tell this story. Pseudonyms (Jo, Mr. Freeman and even Lily) or role titles
(e.g., therapist, headteacher) are used throughout to protect the identities of all the others to whom
I refer.

During the critical incident, I lived with my civil partner, Jo, and our cat, Lily, in rural southeast
England. We had a house surrounded on three sides by fields belonging to the local wildlife trust.
In June 2009, the neighbouring farmhouse—the only other property for half a mile—was sold to the
Freemans (a pseudonym), a family of seven. They moved in and enrolled three of their children at
the school at which I was assistant headteacher. The Freemans had a garden of six acres, but placed
a trampoline immediately abutting our property line, no more than 15 feet from our kitchen and
living room windows. My partner and I were upset at this intrusion into our privacy and decided to
introduce ourselves and welcome the Freemans to the village, hoping in the process for an opportunity
to mention the trampoline issue. Mr. Freeman proudly showed us around the grounds of his new
property, and Jo sensitively broached the subject of the trampoline, explaining that I was a teacher at the
school his children attended and that it was important to me that professional and personal boundaries
did not become blurred. Mr. Freeman agreed and happily moved the trampoline. We thanked him
for appreciating our position and rounded off the encounter in a cordial and neighbourly manner,
leaving with an invitation to their housewarming party. Later that evening, banging on the front door
interrupted our conversation. Mr. Freeman was pacing on and off the doorstep shouting that he would
not be told what to do by a pair of lesbians and that he was going to make our lives a ‘living misery’.
He added that he owned a public relationscompany and would expose us online, though for what he
did not say. He also told me that he would report me to my headteacher but, again, did not state for
what. We stood paralysed as Mr. Freeman spat out more and more frustrated threats.

The following weeks were unhappy and uncomfortable. Though no further words were exchanged
with the Freemans, Mr. Freeman pursued and provoked us at every opportunity. He called us ‘dykes’,
and ‘lezzers’; he urinated in our garden, appeared at our windows late at night and tried to run us off
the narrow country lanes in his enormous black SUV. We became an obsession to him. He could not
rest if we were outside, and he shouted or howled and laughed loudly and inexplicably at us. He threw
things over the fence to startle us; on one occasion it was a bucket and, on another, the Freeman family
bag of clothes pegs.

Because our property and Mr. Freeman’s were isolated from the rest of the village, Jo and I were
too afraid to contact the police. To do so would provoke Mr. Freeman further, and it was unlikely that
the police could protect Jo, Lily or me in such a remote location. Instead, we put our home of 15 years
on the market and made plans to relocate to another home well away from Mr. Freeman.

In October 2009, whilst our house was on the market, my headteacher asked to see me in his office.
Mr. Freeman had come to the school to tell my headteacher that I was a lesbian and express concern
that I was working with children. My headteacher said, “this man has a real problem with you, and I
suggest you sell your house as quickly as possible”. Although my headteacher stressed that he was
not concerned by Mr. Freeman’s complaint, he made it clear that it was a personal matter and asked
that I keep him out of it, as getting along with parents was key to his role at a middle-class school such
as ours.

2. Autoethnography

Autoethnography is grounded in a postmodern, interpretivist philosophy and transcends the
debate about reflexivity and voice in social research. It emphasises the interpretation of the researcher’s
behaviours, thoughts and experiences in relation to the culture and relationships in which they are
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situated (Chang 2008). Autoethnography permits access to “covert, elusive, and/or personal experiences
like cognitive processes, emotions, motives, concealed actions, omitted actions, and socially restricted
activities” (Rodriguez and Ryave 2001, p. 3). The unorthodox position of the autoethnographic
researcher makes them well placed to study sensitive topics, giving a voice to those previously silenced
or marginalized. Autoethnography has the potential to further academic understanding of the lives of
many different people and give legitimacy and a community to those previously isolated and excluded
by the dominant discourse of society.

Anderson and Glass-Coffin (2013) suggest that the praxis of autoethnography must remain fluid,
and the use of data, documents and artefacts may be deployed in the best interests of supporting
the narrative and facilitating visibility of the self. Chang too argues that multiple sources of data
provide bases for triangulation that have the potential to help enhance content accuracy and validity
of autoethnographic writing. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) also advocate the use of external data
sources in autoethnography, stating that they “help fill in the richness, nuance, and complexity of the
landscape, returning the reflecting researcher to a richer, more complex, and puzzling landscape than
memory alone is likely to construct” (p. 83).

It should be noted that the critical incident occurred seven years before I made the decision to
write publicly about it. The starting point for my narrative was to assemble the abundance of external
data that had been created between 2009 and 2010, at the time of the critical incident. During this
period, I sought medical help from my general practitioner (GP), who referred me to a cognitive
behaviour therapist for stress and anxiety. I sought and was granted permission from my GP and CBT
therapist to use the notes they made for the purpose of this research, and these documents were sent to
me. By utilizing third-party data, I was able to see myself as the GP and the CBT therapist saw me at
the time, but equally, I was able to provide a commentary to that evidence, providing footnotes of sorts
to the data sources. This data also helps to highlight these professionals’ lack of understanding of the
way in which I, as a childless lesbian in a same-sex relationship, framed my identity and my notion of
family in relation to Lily.

3. Lily

Franklin (2015) notes that cats have lived alongside humans for more than 5000 years, aligning
their modes of communication and social behaviour with ours. Women are more likely than men to
ascribe family membership to a dog or cat, and some report feeling closer to their animals than to other
human family members (Charles 2014). Historically, cats became associated with deviant femininity
through their association with witches and spinsters (Radulovic 2017). The cat/lesbian connection is a
well-documented trope in popular Western culture, representing the rejection of the roles of wife and
mother and the queering of the heterosexual, patriarchal family. Radulovic (2017) states that for many
lesbians, loving cats is an intrinsic part of queer, lesbian identity. Both lesbians and cats are, according
to Radulovic, similar in their rejection of typical modes of social affection. Just as the cat demands
attention on her own terms and is considered less people-oriented than the dog, so may lesbians
reject traditional female roles. Caring for cats enables lesbians to reclaim elements of caretaking in
female identity without being subjected to patriarchal pressures of motherhood Conversely, the same
lesbian/cat trope commonly represented as ‘the mad cat lady’has a heteronormative and anti-lesbian
interpretation in which lesbians who reject parenting are perceived as being odd, deficient or strange
in some way (Clarke et al. 2018).

I had ‘rescued’ Lily as a semi-feral farm kitten in 1997, bringing her home as a surprise present for
Jo. I longed to be a parent and especially for Jo and me to be a family. Zilcha-Mano et al. (2012) describe
the human–animal relationship as involving mutual interdependence, with companion animals serving
as a safe haven and secure base for the people with whom they live. The human–human bond required
for psychological and physical health has been expanded to the human–animal bond and can be key in
defining one’s identity as a nurturing person.
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In 1997, in rural England, same-sex parenthood seemed entirely implausible to Jo and me. Our
conservative rural community was not ready for a same-sex couple, let alone a same-sex couple with a
child, and our own families acknowledged us only as housemates rather than partners. My role as a
teacher also necessitated the careful management of my personal and professional identities. Since
1988, the sanctioning of lesbian and gay families in English schools as ‘pretend’ had been law. Section
28 of the Local Government Act (1988–2003) prevented “the teaching in any maintained school of the
acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship” (Local Government Act 1988). As a
lesbian teacher during that period I, like others, believed that if my sexual identity became common
knowledge, I would lose my job. My relationship with Jo was authentic only within the safe haven of
our home, and I recognized that parenting would entail us facing the outside world as a couple. At the
time, this felt unthinkable, and so, instead, within the safe haven of our home, Lily, for me at least,
became the child I perceived society would not let me have.

Lily was twelve years old when the Freemans arrived. A major manifestation of my anxiety
during this critical incident surrounded concerns about Lily’s safety. As soon as the Freeman family
arrived at the farm, I became aware of this emerging anxiety. Even before the critical incident, I felt
uneasy about her safety as I observed the family and their animals arrive, unfurl themselves and, with
little regard for the boundary separating their garden from ours, begin to explore boisterously their
new environment.

Trigg et al. (2016) observe that levels of companion animal and human attachment influence the
way in which humans view risk, appraise threat, and respond to environmental hazards. After the
initial doorstep threats from Mr. Freeman, my levels of worry for the safety of Lily, Jo and me quickly
became unmanageable. I struggled to imagine or articulate the danger that I thought that Jo and I
were in, but I could imagine the harm Mr. Freeman might cause Lily. I had a recurring and intrusive
thought that if Lily wandered beyond our garden onto the farm, as she had done for her entire twelve
years with us, Mr. Freeman might sweep her up by the scruff of her neck, slit her throat with the knife I
imagined he carried and toss her back over the fence to land in our garden.

At school, the morning after the doorstep incident, I confided in the school counsellor, telling
her all about the events of the previous evening. I described the anxiety I felt, being at school whilst
Lily inevitably roamed the fields around Mr. Freeman’s farm. The school counsellor booked an
appointment at the GP for me. After the consultation, the GP recorded the following observations
about me in his notes.

GP Notes 17 July 2009

E: Adjustment Reaction

S: Dispute with new neighbours last night. Feels threatened, fear of harm to her pet cat.

I was embarrassed that my medical records refer to a fear of harm to my ‘pet cat’. The statement
appears frivolous amongst the courier script pages of serious codes and symbols denoting blood test
results and prescription medicine. The discourse with Mr. Freeman was described only as a dispute
with a neighbour, but this paid insufficient regard to his aggression and to the fear we felt at the time.
When Mr. Freeman swaggered onto our doorstep, his need to hurt us effervesced from him. Lily’s
innocent and aimless meanderings onto the farm seemed to provide him with the easiest and cruellest
of opportunities to achieve his aim. Now, ten years later and able to reflect on the incident from a
position of good health, I recognise that my embarrassment is misplaced. Walsh (2009) notes that
clinicians seeking to understand family functioning and to identify resources for healing and resilience
usually ask about important persons in kin and social networks but rarely consider animal companions.
My GP did not consider that as a childless lesbian, my attachment to Lily may have been greater than
that of a typical family ‘pet’.

Drawing on Mikulincer and Shaver (2007), Trigg et al. (2016) state that human-animal attachments
are fundamentally similar to human interpersonal relationships. They assert that for animals to be
considered attachment figures, four criteria are required: (1) proximity maintenance—the company
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of the attachment figure is enjoyed and prolonged; (2) safe haven—they are sought out as a source
of protection, support and comfort that relieves distress; (3) secure base—they represent a reliable
presence that facilitates and permits risk-taking, tolerance of uncertainty and promotes environmental
exploration; and (4) separation distress—a reaction prompted by distancing from or actual loss of the
figure (p. 58). Applying the assertions of Trigg et. al. to my own set of circumstances, I feared the loss
of Lily at the hands of Mr. Freeman. Lily symbolized for me the home and family, but the security
and safe haven of home was compromised each time Lily went outside. Walsh (2009) asserts that
families value their animal members most at times of crisis and loss, through disruptive transitions
and in weathering prolonged adversity. Lily became the embodiment of my vulnerability as part of a
same-sex couple, and as Mr. Freeman’s behaviour towards us continued, I needed our family identity
more than ever to counter the negativity and threat I faced when I ventured outside of our home.

An additional fear for Lily’s safety emerged from a frequently repeated event. Mr. Freeman
owned a tom cat and two aggressive dogs. His animals were daily and nightly visitors to our garden
and regularly chased Lily back to our house and right up to the cat flap. As Mr. Freeman’s cat grew
bolder and more successful in his territorial dominance, he often did not curtail his pursuit at the cat
flap and continued the chase into the house, up the stairs and into our bedroom. The commotion in the
bedroom as Lily tried to fight offMr. Freeman’s cat always woke me with a start, and during the night,
this event always seemed especially grave. After one incident, I recorded my concerns in the thought
diary I was asked to keep by the CBT therapist:

Thought Diary: Thursday 1:40 a.m.

Lily has nowhere safe left to be. Why is he invading us in our home? Their cat is doing
exactly what he [Mr. Freeman] is doing. Please, just leave us in peace and stop making our
lives a misery.

Mr. Freeman’s tom cat became the representation of Mr. Freeman. Each time the cat entered our
house and chased Lily into our bedroom, it was as though Mr. Freeman himself had entered that most
intimate and private area of our home. Though I recorded in the thought diary that Lily had nowhere
safe left to be, it was perhaps Jo and me to whom I referred. It was impossible to find a single space in
which Mr. Freeman was unable to reach us, and he, via his cat, had now penetrated the most intimate
place in our home.

Privacy is often closely associated with safety (Elwood 2000). This is because when privacy
is successfully achieved, it results in the creation of a place resistant to the influence of others.
Comerford et al. (2004) describe the rural home as a site of crucial importance for lesbians and,
for some, the only place in the countryside in which the lesbian relationship is acknowledged.
Gorman-Murray (2006) similarly suggests that in ‘homemaking’, lesbian and gay couples seek to create
a sanctuary or retreat in which to affirm the identities and relationships that are inhibited in everyday
public spaces. It is my contention that for rural lesbian couples seeking to conceal their relationship,
the home can feel central to the entire relationship. The home may feel as though it is the only place in
which the relationship is real, and consequently, surveillance of the home can feel disproportionately
threatening. Equally, when one feels under threat, the home can feel especially important as a site of
safety or sanctuary. Mr. Freeman violated our home as a place of safety, but paradoxically, the less safe
I felt at home, the more I was compelled to spend time there.

It became very uncomfortable for me to let Lily go outside. However, it was cruel and similarly
distressing to keep this farm cat locked inside our cottage all day and all night. Shore et al. (2006),
describe how increased attachment to companion animals is associated with greater likelihood of
keeping them indoors, as the threatened loss of personally meaningful human–animal attachments can
lead to anticipatory distress (Trigg et al. 2016, p. 63).

As my anxiety and fear of Mr. Freeman grew, I kept Lily inside, feeling conflicted as she paced up
and down miserably by the door, repeatedly nudging the cat-flap with her head and looking at me
to provide a solution. Zilcha-Mano et al. (2012) state that a person’s level of anxiety correlates with
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the degree to which he or she worries that an attachment figure will not be available in times of need.
This leads to the adoption of “hyperactivating” attachment strategies—energetic, insistent attempts to
obtain care and support as a means of regulating distress (p. 1). Not only did I fear that Lily would be
harmed by Mr. Freeman, but I also depended on her presence in the home as a source of comfort as I
became increasingly distressed.

As Lily had never been kept inside before, she became distressed when I would not let her go
outside. I, therefore, let her out, but because I did so in full knowledge that she was in danger, I felt
that I had an enhanced sense of responsibility for her fate. According to De Silva and Rachman (2004),
people with anxiety have an exaggerated appraisal of risk and an overinflated sense of being personally
responsible for avoiding and preventing harm and disaster. Twelve days after my initial referral to the
GP, the doctor conducted a review of my progress:

GP Notes 29 July 2009

E: Adjustment Reaction

S: Anhedonia, obsessive checking, low mood, poor sleep . . . self-loathing, poor concentration,
anxiety and restlessness ++

The neighbour dispute and fear of harm to my ‘pet cat’ had made way for anhedonia, obsessive
checking and self-loathing. The language presents a deviation from a social model in which I am
distressed by aggression from a neighbour and am suffering from an adjustment reaction to an outside
stimulus to a medical model in which it is my psychological state, not external circumstances, that is of
concern. In simply anticipating through intrusive thoughts that Mr. Freeman might hurt us, it seemed
that I had lost the ability to gain enjoyment from anything. Again, the notes taken by the GP imply
that my reaction to the homophobic harassment by Mr. Freeman and my concern for Lily’s safety
was irrational. My symptoms represented my poor health rather than being understood by the GP as
proportionate for someone who feels under threat at home and in the workplace and fearful that Lily,
a family member, is going to come to physical harm.

Irvine (2013) notes the human perception of the innocence of animals. She states that animals do
not judge those on the margins of society and stand as silent witnesses to our behaviour. The name
calling caused a dramatic loss of my confidence, and I depended on Lily even more as I perceived
her to be the only one not judging me. Putney (2014) suggests that lesbians who have faced societal
intolerance often look to companion animals for validation. She states that the relationships between
humans and companion animals help nurture an individual’s sense of self that may not otherwise be
possible. Animals promote self-efficacy and encourage the humans that live with them to accept their
strengths and flaws. Companion animals provide a non-judgmental presence that can be internalized
in ways that help shape how an individual defines and experiences themselves. The Freeman family
had, if only by comparison, exposed us as an odd and anxious lesbian couple, unjustifiably intolerant
of the intrusion of the Freeman children and their trampoline into our neat, ordered and peaceful lives.
I hated that we were an unorthodox couple, playing at family with only a cat for a child. I consequently
began to feel that we belonged on the side-lines and were not entitled to participate fully in real life.

What right did I have to try to control where a proper family might position the
children’s trampoline?

Roseneil and Budgeon (2004) state that “the idea of ‘family’ retains an almost unparalleled ability
to move people, both emotionally and politically” (p. 135). According to Trussell and Shaw (2009),
rurality and family life are synonymous with one another. Rural communities are widely considered
to be a more suitable place to raise a family than a town or city. Trussell and Shaw argue that this is
because rural communities are often perceived as close-knit, caring and surrounded by the simplicity
and peacefulness of the natural environment. However, rural perceptions of the roles of animals differ
compared with those of people living in towns and cities (Gorman 2017). A strong tradition of farming
means that in rural communities, companion animals are more likely to be conceived of as labour and
to live entirely outside the family home.
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The human heterosexual family is privileged and protected in rural communities. Berlant and
Warner (1998) argue that heteronormative societal belonging is constructed through the restriction of
“a historical relation to futurity” (p. 318) and a discourse that privileges a “generational narrative and
reproduction” (Berlant and Warner 1998). It is this focus on reproduction and future generations that
gives the heterosexual family its privileged status. Oswald et al. (2005) observe that in heteronormative
discourses, only heterosexual families are real. “Pseudo families” (p. 144) are their binary opposite.
The privileging of the heterosexual Freeman family reminded me of the inauthentic nature of my
partnership with Jo.

My perception of my relationship as ‘pretend’ was compounded by the lack of appropriate language
to describe care-taking relationships beyond the heterosexual family. For example, heterosexual couples
are often described as ‘trying to start a family’, compounding the notion that family can consist only of
a heterosexual couple and their biological offspring. Clarke et al. (2018) describe being lesbian and
childfree as a “double whammy”, identifying that these two ”forms of difference” make it ‘difficult to
connect with (heterosexual) people in mundane situations” (p. 4148).

Whist heterosexual couples could marry, at the time, in England, those in same-sex relationships
were instead afforded a civil partnership. Like many same-sex couples, Jo and I entered into a civil
partnership. The failure to call the union of a same-sex couple “marriage” in England until 2015, further
secured the dominance of heteronormativity by positioning civil partnerships as ‘pseudo-marriage’.
Kitzinger and Wilkinson (2004) state that “the re-branding of marriage as ‘civil partnership’ is useful
to governments in enabling them to extend rights to, and control over, same-sex relationships, while
reserving the privileged status of ‘marriage’ for heterosexuals only” (p. 127).

That a civil partnership offered (mostly) equal rights and protection is irrelevant. The civil
partnership created a binary with marriage, in which the civil partnership was seen as inferior or
inauthentic when compared with the real thing. As it applied only to same-sex couples, to declare
a civil partnership necessitated outing oneself as lesbian or gay. Hudak and Giammattei (2010) call
for a “decentering” (p. 55) of the family. Drawing on Butler’s theory of gender performativity, they
reject essentialist notions of the family and argue for family as a performative act in which fluid,
ambiguous and diverse representations of family can prevail. Perlesz et al. (2006) argue that conceiving
of family as a performative act creates possibilities for relating and parenting outside of the bounds of
the heterosexual family. According to Hudak and Giammattei (2010), the performative act of family
or “doing family” (p. 53) entails “intentionally committing to add elements of responsibility and
caretaking to the bonds of love, which usually embody roles traditionally assigned to kinship networks”
(p. 52). ‘Doing family’ transforms it from a static essentialist entity to a verb, encouraging new and
diverserepresentations of caretaking and responsibility within loving relationships. When one can ‘do
family’, it becomes possible for kinship- and family-making between humans and animals to exist,
recognizing the everyday experiences of those humans who share their domestic space with animals
(Blackstone 2014).

The critical incident happened only days before the start of the school summer holidays, and as
the long holiday period commenced, I became isolated and disconnected from normal life. As the
majority of the adult population, including my partner, continued to work through the summer, I
engaged in long solitary days, mostly staying alone at the house to keep an eye on Lily (and Mr.
Freeman). I had few internal anchors, and it was very easy to make a new reality. Irvine (2013) explains
that animals enrich the debate about isolation and disaffiliation and asserts that pets provide a sense
of self-worth at times when resources for establishing personal significance are scarce. Putney (2014)
found that in her lesbian participants, caregiving for animals was meaningful as it afforded them the
opportunity to attune to something beyond themselves. During those long days inside our home, the
only role I performed was of companion to and carer for Lily, and although life felt fairly intolerable, I
was driven to get up each day, because I knew that without me, Lily would not be safe. I regularly
and obsessively checked Lily’s whereabouts. Prior to the school holidays, my concern for what Mr.
Freeman might do to Lily caused me to begin locking her inside the house during the day. I came
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home from school at lunchtime to let her out and then would lock her back in the house until I came
home in the evening. I continued to lock her inside if I left the house during the holidays, but now,
alone all day and with more time to think, I imagined that Mr. Freeman might set fire to the house
while I was out. This intrusive thought was soon accompanied by fear of an accidental house fire
caused by my negligence. To avert the risk of fire, I began checking that all electrical appliances were
unplugged from the wall before I left the house. It took me longer and longer to leave the house, as I
walked around, yanking out the plugs to the tumble dryer, the washing machine, the coffeemaker, the
kettle and toaster. I also pulled out the plug to the television, the landline phone base unit, the lamps
and mobile phone chargers. Although I tried to see and acknowledge that I had removed the plug,
I returned to the appliance time and again. I stared at the plug, on the floor or in my hand, trying to
capture the image. I told and showed myself over and over again that the plug was well away from its
socket until I thought I could retain in my mind a certainty that I had, in fact, removed the plug and
not just imagined that I had. The CBT therapist diagnosed me with obsessive compulsive disorder
(OCD). She wrote:

CBT Notes 14 September 2009

Work with OCD model gently encouraging her to challenge idea that it is her actions that are
keeping her cat safe. Also to examine rules and assumptions about life and to look at core
beliefs with a view to developing flexibility.

When I did manage to leave the house, I imagined the smell of burning, and often, even miles
from the cottage, if I could smell a garden bonfire or see smoke in the air, I would immediately curtail
my trip and return home to reassure myself that Lily was safe and then begin the compulsive checking
process all over again. This process is typical of the cycle of obsession and compulsion described by
DeSilva and Rachman:

When an obsessive compulsive patient engages in his compulsion he needs to carry it out
precisely as he feels it ought to be done. If the behavior is disrupted then the compulsive
ritual is invalidated and needs to be restarted. For long and complicated rituals this can be
extremely time-consuming and exhausting (2004:19).

After every trip, I travelled home, becoming ever more anxious as I neared the cottage. On a
cloudy or misty day, the natural elements were mistaken for smoke plumes, and this resulted in a
frantic dash back to the house. Only when I returned inside could I be absolutely sure that the house
was not ablaze. Radomsky et al. (2010) explain that compulsive checking leads to an inflated sense
of responsibility for misfortune via a thought–action fusion. Even though I perceived that it was
Mr. Freeman who wanted to harm Lily, I soon felt that it would be my carelessness that would cause
her death. I saw that the degree of my attentiveness as being directly related to Lily’s safety.

As Mr. Freeman’s homophobic shouting and trespassing into our garden became more
commonplace and extreme, I worried how I was going to manage Lily’s safety from my school
workplace. However, I did not return to work that September. Before the start of the new term, I was
rushed into hospital with abdominal pain. A scan revealed three large ovarian cysts that had lain
dormant for some considerable time. Trigg et al. (2016) stresses that an important facet of human
psychological reliance on companion animals concerns separation distress. It felt like good timing and
good fortune that the subsequent operation resulted in a further eight weeks off work. However, more
time to check on Lily and Mr. Freeman also resulted in more time at home alone.

One of the only times each week that I left the house was to attend CBT sessions at the village
surgery. In late September, I was allocated a newly qualified female cognitive behaviour therapist. She
introduced me in her notes in the following way:

CBT Notes 14 September 2009

Very tearful and anxious. Catherine is in same sex relationship. She is a teacher that hates the
job and feels she has sabotaged her career. She has created an environment around herself
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which allows her to be at home as much as possible. This fulfils a need she has to look after
their cat. Developed OCD in relation to cat . . . Wants to be normal and not have unhelpful
and frightening thoughts.

I recall stressing my fear of Mr. Freeman to the new therapist, but she does not refer to him at all
in her introductory notes. Consequently, my concern for Lily appears devoid of context. Mr. Freeman
is conspicuously absent from the list of stressors that have contributed to my problems. He is replaced
by references to my same-sex relationship, my relationship with my home and the perception that I
hated my teaching job and had ‘sabotaged’ my career. These aspects were indeed central facets of my
distress, but only because Mr. Freeman had, through his homophobic behaviour, exposed and linked
them together by way of a threat. Beck and Beck (2011) suggest that the cognitive behavioural therapist
should identify the “cognitive, affective, and behavioral mechanisms (adaptive and maladaptive)”
(p. 30) developed by the patient to cope with “dysfunctional beliefs” (Beck and Beck 2011, p.30). CBT
has a good track record of dealing with obsessive compulsive disorder but is not typically deployed to
deal with relationship issues. Perhaps, the CBT therapists honed in on the specifics of my OCD because
of the unsuitability of this sort of therapy to address the cause of the OCD—my fear of Mr. Freeman.

The work with the cognitive behavioural therapist focused on challenging my belief that we
were unsafe.

The therapist reported how the thought diary led me to recognise the extent to which my fears for
Lily were impacting me adversely. he entered the following in her notes:

CBT Notes 25 September 2009

Kept thought diary which caused her to confront full impact of problem which had negative
effect on her depression. Thoughts were that it is a scary world out there and it is important
to feel safe all the time.

The therapist did not note why I was fearful. Instead, she attributed my fears to a general belief
that “it is a scary world out there”.

As instructed by the therapist, I wrote in my thought diary as part of an attempt to ‘sit’ with the
uncomfortable feelings until they passed. Salkovskis et al. (2003) identify that compulsive behaviours
neutralise intrusive thoughts. However, they also show that anxiety declines to comparable levels
without neutralising if the patient can resist the compulsive behaviour. I struggled to sit with the
anxiety as instructed and searched for certainty of Lily’s safety. My compulsive checking gave me an
enhanced sense of responsibility for her fate. It seemed however hard I tried, my mind constantly
sought to show me every conceivable danger. Not only did threats emanate from beyond the home,
I soon could not be certain of her safety with me, inside our home, either.

Thought Diary Thursday 11:00 p.m.

Lily has come upstairs and is now sleeping in the blanket box I have left open. Instead of
being relieved I can see her, I am terrified the lid will fall on her—even though it can’t as I’ve
propped it open. Why do I do this? Why do I see danger in absolutely everything?

As I recovered from my operation, I began to worry about leaving Lily and returning to school:

Thought Diary Thursday 11:52 a.m.

Next door’s cat has just stuck his head through the cat flap. He saw me and beat a hasty
retreat. Is this happening every day? Is it just good luck that I’m here? I can’t even feel
relaxed that Lily is safe inside, because it’s clear she’s not even safe when she’s indoors. Is it
not even safe to go to work now?

This entry in the thought diary suggests something of the anxiety I felt about returning to school.
I did not know at the time whether Mr. Freeman had been into school during my period of absence
to carry out his threat of reporting me to my headteacher, and whilst I worried about leaving Lily at
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home alone, my question “Is it not even safe to go to work now?” perhaps pertained as much to my
own fears about what I might encounter upon my return to school as it did to my fears about being
away from Lily and being unable to keep her safe.

Though I returned to work on schedule, my need to neutralize obsessive thoughts by checking on
Lily made it very difficult to be away from the house for the duration of the school day. However,
Mr. Freeman’s homophobic name calling, howling and appearances at our windows made being at
home as intolerable as being at school. Paradoxically, I strived all day to be at home, seeking the
sanctuary and safe haven our home no longer provided. Of course, this was also in part because being
able to monitor the movements of Mr. Freeman was less stressful than being at school and imagining
what he might be capable of.

At breaktime, after a particularly difficult weekend with Mr. Freeman, I recorded in my thought
diary my fear for Lily’s safety, even though she was locked inside the house.

Thought Diary—Monday 11:42 a.m.

I want to go home and check she’s OK. I’m convinced he’s going to hurt her. What if he
hurts her?

Until Mr. Freeman met with my headteacher to express concern about my sexual identity,
my problems had been a shameful secret, unravelled once a week in a tiny office set aside for CBT at
the GP surgery in the village. There is a man next door who shouts things at us because we are gay. Nobody
hears him because we live in the middle of nowhere. I worry that he might hurt us, and I am anxious that
somehow something bad will happen to Lily, our cat. Each week, after 50 minutes, I skulked out of the
office with my fears temporarily soothed. In order to conquer the Mr. Freeman problem, I just had to
change my thinking.

I attended my scheduled appointment with the CBT therapist the day after Mr. Freeman visited
the school. In her notes, she wrote:

CBT Notes 2 December 2009

Catherine came to session in a very distraught state and said neighbour had gone into the
school where she works and seen the headmaster apparently making homophobic comments
and accusations to him. The head told Catherine that he clearly had a problem with her.
Catherine is very frightened and it has raised all the old fears about the cat’s safety and
her own. She is worried about what this man is capable of doing as he seems to hate her.
She feels vindicated that all the thoughts she had about him were actually correct and that
she is right to be concerned. Tried to reduce arousal by listening and by reminding her
that his behaviour did not undermine the progress she has made with response prevention.
Suggested she gets legal advice from Citizens Advice Bureau. Does not want to alert police
as she is concerned that this would affect potential sale of house. Feels this development
may have an impact on urgency of finding new house.

When the therapist mentioned that I should seek legal advice from the Citizen’s Advice Bureau or
contact the police, her real-world suggestions startled me, seeming at odds with the dialogue typical of
our sessions. Discussions usually stayed within the confines of my irrational ‘worry world’. Each week
the therapist chipped away at my fears with questions and reasoning, and I, desperate to feel better
and be a good patient, did everything I could to accept the conclusions to which I was led. Currently,
we were working on the likelihood of Mr. Freeman, ‘also a cat owner’, hurting Lily if she wandered
onto his land. The therapist’s repeated and rephrased questions would temporarily wear me down
until I was able to concede that it was unlikely that ‘a man who had a pet cat would feel able to kill
another cat’. This week, however, though I conceded this point, I remained especially sceptical. The
therapist’s proposal that I seek real-world help suggested to me that she might not be convinced either.
A week later, after the next CBT session, the therapist wrote:
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CBT Notes 9 December 2009

Used session to work on remembering that her learning does not have to be altered by this
latest experience. Disentangling thoughts and unreasonable link she has made e.g., although
her neighbour is behaving unreasonably to her, this does not mean that he would hurt the
cat. Evidence suggests that he is fond of animals and has pets himself.

This entry by the therapist marks the point at which I realized that CBT was not a suitable
intervention for my fear of Mr. Freeman. She wrote that my “learning does not have to be altered”
by Mr. Freeman’s visit to school and that I had made an “unreasonable link” to believe that he was
capable of hurting Lily. I desperately wanted the CBT to work and liked the therapist, but I knew
that my concern over Mr. Freeman was not completely unreasonable or irrational. The therapist’s
determination to disregard Mr. Freeman and plough on caused me to lack trust in her. I began to
worry that she might not tell me that Lily was in danger even if privately she thought Lily could be.
In April 2010, we completed the sale of our home and moved into rented accommodation some fifty
miles from Mr. Freeman. The days immediately after the move were amongst the happiest I can
recall. Lily survived the long car journey and actually seemed to like her new surroundings. She was
inquisitive, brave and playful. Jo and I felt as though we were on holiday. The final entry by the
cognitive behaviour therapist, a few weeks after the move, reflected the transformation in my health
and well-being.

CBT Notes 6 May 2010

Catherine was transformed! She was feeling really good and happy, better than she
remembered ever feeling. Moving house has been a very positive change for her and she
feels that her world has opened up.

Manzo (2005) asserts that home is not one stationary location but the process of travelling itself. She
argues that people move on, physically or psychologically, to find places that are more congruent with
their sense of self. Separation from previous environments and a movement toward new surroundings
mark a new stage in life and new identity constructions. As we began to cover the grubby magnolia
walls with fresh paint, I realised that our new house was already more of a family home for Jo, Lily
and me than our cottage had been at any time since the arrival of Mr. Freeman.

4. Conclusions

In 2009, it was my core belief that Mr. Freeman intended to hurt Lily. Now, some ten years later
and in good health, this remains my belief. Kitzinger (1997) argues that cognitive behaviour therapists
should carefully evaluate external stressors before fears are dismissed and reformulated through
alternative modes of thinking. She warns psychologists that a subjective focus for therapy based
entirely on fixing the thinking of the individual potentially diminishes the importance of addressing
social inequalities. She states:

If [psychologists’] aim is to decrease ‘stress’ and to increase the ‘ego strength’ of the victim,
do they risk forgetting that it is the perpetrator, not the victim, who is the real problem?
What political choices are they making in focusing on the problems of the oppressed rather
than on the problem of the oppressor? (p. 213)

My referral for CBT to fix the problem of Mr. Freeman illustrates the point made by Kitzinger. The
subjective approach served to exacerbate my feelings of inadequacy, exclusion and detachment from
my surroundings by positing my view of Mr. Freeman’s behaviour as irrational. Crucially, the GP
and CBT therapist did not understand Lily’s role in my life and the bond between us. Implicit in the
CBT was a criticism of me being unable to cope with a set of circumstances that I was encouraged
to believe were benign. CBT also led me to internalise further negative messages about myself, by
making me believe that my judgment and reasoning were flawed. I echo Kitzinger’s point in the
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strongest of terms. Those offering subjective interventions in cases of stressful events (such as hate
incidents) should look to the external stressors in addition to the resulting manifestations of distress.
The patient/client should be supported to get real-world (objective) support, and the credibility of any
threat should be thoroughly explored before being dismissed as an irrational fear and reformulated as
an alternative thought.

It is also important to recognise that there are many ways of ‘doing family’
(Hudak and Giammattei 2010). Laurent-Simpson (2017) recommends that professionals recognize
modern depictions of families to include human–human companionships of choice and, crucially,
multi-species cohabitation. ‘Doing family’ transforms it from a static essentialist entity to a verb,
encouraging new representations of caretaking and responsibility within relationships of choice.
For many heterosexual and same-sex couples, companion animals elevate partnerships to family status.
According to Charles (2014), we are witnessing the emergence of hybrid families or post-humanist
households where humans are de-centred and the species barrier has no meaning. This challenges
assumptions that it is only humans who can be construed as kin. Similarly, Laurent-Simpson (2017)
states that human–animal relationships may point to a general change in identity meanings and calls
for a specialized focus within identity theory on the influence of non-human animals on identity
formation (p. 629). In common with Charles and Laurent-Simpson, in this article, I demonstrate that
human–animal attachments are comparable with human–human attachments, and where attachments
to companion animals are as strong as those toward humans, fear of harm, loss of safe haven
and eventually grief over the death of an animal can be devastating and akin to losing a human
family member.

A shift in the cultural definition of family is long overdue in the United Kingdom (UK). Same-sex
marriage was introduced in 2015, and the notion that family-building is only possible through the
birth of biological children to heterosexual couples is becoming outdated as families become more
diverse. The human–animal bond can help LGBT adults develop ways of being and seeing themselves
that “present a buffer against the chronic strain of living in a heterosexist culture” (Putney 2014, p. 75).
Although the body of research into human and companion animal relationships and families has
grown since this critical incident took place, medical and psychological services, especially in the UK,
must do more to understand and better support families that include companion animals, particularly
during periods of adversity.
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