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Preface

Over a decade ago, when I fi rst began to consider human-animal commu-
nication from my disciplinary perspective, I found a small but supportive 
community of scholars who were interested in similar and related questions. 
For various reasons, we had come to communication studies and found a 
frustrating obsession with the animal-human dichotomy, often manifest in 
statements such as “What sets humans apart from other animals is their 
capacity to communicate using symbols” but also found in the common 
dismissal of human-animal relationships as insignifi cant interpersonal phe-
nomena. We knew from our own experiences with animals that communi-
cation theories and methods could prove insightful, and we hypothesized 
that there was more to the communication relationship than ethologists or 
lay advocates of human-animal interaction might have already shown. 

Many years after my fi rst foray into scholarly examination of human-
canine communication, I fi nd myself back at the same point, seeking a 
communication discipline that is inclusive of all animals—indeed, of all 
life—and views the theoretical resources of our discipline as starting points 
for a greater understanding of how best to live together. I am grateful to the 
authors of this collection, as well as to my nonhuman and human teachers, 
for exploring these generous and insightful possibilities with me. 

                                                                                               Emily Plec 
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1 Perspectives on Human-Animal 
Communication
An Introduction

Emily Plec

“Does every intelligent creature have to do things of which we can see 

the point and show its intelligence in ways we can recognize?”

—Mary Midgley (qtd. in McReynolds 157)

“We stand in community with other animals by virtue of our com-

munication with them.”

—Douglas Anderson (190)

Many students of communication are drawn to the fi eld, as I was, because 
of its inherent interdisciplinarity and because of its capacity to be inclusive 
of a wide range of perspectives and understandings of social interaction. 
Yet the academic discipline of communication has long suf ered from a 
practical anthropocentrism that privileges human interaction and relegates 
the communication ef orts of the more-than-human world to the margins of 
the discipline.1 That many animals do indeed communicate—manipulating 
symbols, gesturing and even demonstrating a sense of self and other, has 
been argued at length by ethologists, zoologists, veterinarians, anthropolo-
gists, psychiatrists and biologists (e.g., Abram; Dawkins; Grii  n; Mason; 
Midgley; Rogers and Kaplan; Sheldrake; Shepard; Zimmer). Gary Snyder 
puts it succinctly: “The evidence of anthropology is that countless men and 
women, through history and pre-history, have experienced a deep sense of 
communion and communication with nature and with specifi c non-human 
beings” (13).2 As Jean Baudrillard points out, “animals were only demoted 
to the status of inhumanity as reason and humanism progressed” (29). 
Moreover, animals communicate in myriad ways that are, at least for most 
humans, either poorly understood or entirely unrecognized. Perhaps the 
gulf between some social and natural sciences and communication stud-
ies has contributed to the neglect of animal communication and human-
animal communication, the subject of this book.

Our purpose in these chapters is to open up this area of investigation 
through consideration of a wide range of communication perspectives on 
human interactions with animals. We wish to do for communication stud-
ies what Chris Philo and Chris Wilbert did for geography in their insightful 
collection Animal Spaces, Beastly Places. More than this, though, we want 
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to aid readers of all backgrounds in rethinking the role of communication in 
the construction and transformation of human relationships with the more-
than-human world. Thus, the anthropocentric impulse holds fast in many 
of the chapters that follow, not to mention in some of our assumptions and 
understandings of animal communication. Bound in these pages by human 
language, that ancient art of rhetoric, we both recognize our limitations and 
hold them up for scrutiny. For example, some authors use the language of 
ownership to describe human relationships with companion animals while 
others make rhetorical choices that seek to challenge our ways of understand-
ing interaction with other animals.3 As Tema Milstein points out, “Struggles 
over discourse . . . are a necessary and interrelated part of wider struggles 
for change,” including changes to human relationships with animals (1052). 
These chapters are but a starting point for consideration of the ways in which 
communication theories and methodologies can help us to broaden our criti-
cal horizons to include other species and, indeed, other worlds.4

Those approaching this volume with a foundation in the humanities and 
social sciences may recognize this call from the writings of several philoso-
phers who have infl uenced the fi eld of communication. Charles Saunders 
Peirce and George Kennedy, whose scholarship has been foundational for 
the study of rhetoric, of er invitations to consider animal communication. 
Their contributions are discussed briefl y alongside an overview of extra-
disciplinary scholarship that has also been infl uential in this area. Among 
the most notable semioticians to address the topic, for example, is Thomas 
Sebeok, whose various examinations of sign-based animal communica-
tion popularized the study of “zoosemiotics” or “biosemiotics” (Sebeok; 
Wheeler). Despite the ‘human’ bias in the communication fi eld,5 a few 
scholars have succeeded in publishing articles that explicitly address the 
subject of nonhuman communication (Barker; Carbaugh; Hawhee; Liska; 
Neiva and Hickson; Rogers; Rummel). Richard Rogers, in his germinal 
essay arguing for a materialist, transhuman and dialogic theory of commu-
nication, summarizes much of the relevant ecofeminist literature, highlight-
ing the need for “ways of listening to nondominant voices and nonhuman 
agents and their inclusion in the production of meaning, policy, and mate-
rial conditions” (268). As David Abram writes,

To shut ourselves of  from these other voices, to continue by our life-
styles to condemn these other sensibilities to the oblivion of extinction, 
is to rob our own senses of their integrity, and to rob our minds of their 
coherence. We are human only in contact, and conviviality, with what 
is not human. (Abram 22)

Critical theorists such as Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari provide sub-
stantial insight into the larger question of how animals and humans might 
communicate with each other, as do several ecofeminist authors (Adams; 
Gaard; Haraway; Merchant; Warren). Donna Haraway’s Companion 
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Species Manifesto characterizes animals as “signifying others” (81); in it, 
she echoes anthropologist Barbara Noske’s suggestion that we think about 
(and communicate with) animals as “other worlds” (34). Noske further 
suggests that ecofeminists, “unlike many other animal advocates . . . value 
non-animal nature, animate as well as inanimate” (Noske 173).6

For a semiotician such as Charles Saunders Peirce, feelings can “func-
tion as signs” (Anderson 86). He argued that animals have an instinct for 
communication and that the capacity to feel with another is the basis for 
perception. Clearly, certain animals signify with each other and across spe-
cies, which Peirce described as “forms of communication . . . made possible 
by the shared feelings of dif erence perceivers” (qtd. in Anderson 87–88). 
Because of this ability to share feelings with others, Peirce suggests, like 
Kennedy, that we can “study the semeiotic, or sign-using, habits of all ani-
mals.” (Anderson 87).

We are aided in doing so by expanding our understanding of communi-
cation beyond that very human obsession with the structure and substance 
of verbal utterances. Animals, including humans, speak not only via vocal-
ization but also in scent, posture, eye gaze, even vibration. John Durham 
Peters describes communication as “the occasional touch of otherness” 
(256). For Kennedy, rhetoric is more than discursive; it is a “natural phe-
nomenon: the potential for it exists in all life forms that can give signals, it 
is practiced in limited forms by nonhuman animals, and it contributed to 
the evolution of human speech and language from animal communication” 
(Comparative Study 4). Elsewhere, Kennedy argues that “rhetorical energy 
is not found only in language. It is present also in physical actions, facial 
expressions, gestures, and signs generally” (“A Hoot” 3–4).

Admitting that humans are generally inept at employing most systems 
of animal communication, Kennedy argues that we still “share a ‘deep’ 
natural rhetoric” with animals (Comparative Study 13). Through obser-
vation, we can “learn to understand animal rhetoric and many animals 
can understand some features of human rhetoric that they share with us, 
such as gestures or sounds that express anger or friendliness or commands” 
(Comparative Study 13). Kennedy’s understanding of rhetoric suggests that 
communication is as much an exchange of energy as it is a matter of sym-
bolic interaction (26). In fact, in his general defi nition of rhetoric, Kennedy 
alludes to the importance not only of acknowledging animal communica-
tion as rhetorical expression, but of enhancing the human interlocutor’s 
ability to understand and take action.

Rhetoric, in the most general sense, may thus be identifi ed with the 
energy inherent in an utterance (or an artistic representation): the 
mental or emotional energy that impels the speaker to expression, the 
energy level coded in the message, and the energy received by the recipi-
ent who then uses mental energy in decoding and perhaps acting on the 
message. Rhetorical labor takes place. (Comparative Study 5)
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On this last point, Barbara Noske points to several examples of humans who 
made an ef ort, who expended the rhetorical energy, to learn the language 
of their animal interlocutors and to listen to what they were expressing.7 
From a communication standpoint, such ef orts demonstrate awareness 
of a point Noske makes shortly after addressing the question, “Is Animal 
Language not Language?”

The basic question should not be whether animals have or have not 
human-like language. In having to pass our tests as measured by our 
yardsticks, they will always come out second best, namely, as reduced 
humans. The real question to be posed is how the animals themselves 
experience the world and how they organize this experience and com-
municate about it. (143–144).

Some of Noske’s other arguments about human-animal communication 
are worth repeating here because, just as the subfi eld of intercultural com-
munication has learned a great deal from anthropological studies of other 
humans, students of what I term internatural communication have much 
to gain from a critical anthropological approach to animal communica-
tion. Of particular note are Noske’s observations regarding “feral” chil-
dren raised by animals:

In becoming one with the animals by virtually crossing the species 
boundary, these human beings not only have met the Other, they have 
almost become the Other. And by accepting this strange being in their 
midst the adoptive animals in their turn meet the Other. Indeed, ani-
mal-adopted children exemplify an animal-human relationship more 
than a human-animal relationship. . . . 

Even though we may not succeed in becoming animal with the ani-
mals, we as humans may make the ef ort of meeting the animals on 
their own ground instead of expecting them to take steps towards us 
and making them perform according to our standards. . . . To do this 
one must try to empathize with animals, to imagine what it is to be a 
wolf, a dolphin, a horse or an ape. (167)

She goes on to say, “Good participatory observation is basically an exercise 
in empathy while at the same time one is aware of the impossibility of total 
knowledge and total understanding” (169). It is this empathic impulse that 
drives this collection.8

Deleuze and Guattari’s essay “Becoming-Animal,” published in A Thou-
sand Plateaus, provides a way of thinking about communication that, in 
some ways, echoes Noske’s call for empathy and Kennedy’s defi nition of 
rhetoric as essentially “a form of mental and emotional energy” (Com-
parative Study 3). For Deleuze and Guattari, “becoming-animal” is about 
movement and proximities. “Becoming is to emit particles that take on 



Perspectives on Human-Animal Communication 5

certain relations of movement and rest because they enter a particular zone 
of proximity. Or, it is to emit particles that enter that zone because they 
take on those relations” (122). They of er instructions for grasping this 
notion of human-animal compossibility, this “shared and indiscernible” 
proximity “that makes it impossible to say where the boundary between 
the human and the animal lies” (122).

An example: Do not imitate a dog, but make your organism enter into 
composition with something else in such a way that the particles emit-
ted from the aggregate thus composed will be canine as a function 
of the relation of movement and rest, or of molecular proximity, into 
which they enter. Clearly, this something else can be quite varied, and 
be more or less directly related to the animal in question . . . (Deleuze 
and Guattari 123)

Later in the essay, the authors ai  rm the molecular nature of “becoming-
animal”: “Yes, all becomings are molecular: the animal, fl ower or stone 
one becomes are molecular collectivities, haecceities, not molar subjects, 
objects, or forms that we know from the outside and recognize from experi-
ence, through science, or by habit” (124).

More than mimicry or refl ection, though, this ‘becoming’ is a manifes-
tation of corporeal dialogism, an “embodied rhetoricity” and perspective 
on communication that “forsakes oppositionality in favor of an all-encom-
passing perspective on the rhetorical act” (McKerrow 319). Emphasizing 
corporeality, Deleuze and Guattari suggest we must allow ourselves to feel, 
at a molecular level, the connection to otherness. In the process of becom-
ing-molecular, becoming-animal, we humans might do well to attend to 
other sources of meaning and intentionality with the same scrutiny and 
care we give to the symbolic. As animal behaviorist V. Csanyi points out,

The “top-down” approach, which compares animal accomplishments 
to those of humans, is heavily burdened with ideology. . . . Of course, 
there are other avenues as well. We could examine, for example, how 
animals, or even humans, understand how one should behave in a small 
community. . . . A true evolutionary characterization would adopt such 
an approach. (Csanyi 167)

Drawing insight and encouragement from these and other theorists who see 
no reason not to consider communication as, at the very least, an interspe-
cies enterprise,9 I of er this collection as a foray into the realm of internatu-
ral communication. It is a fi rst step toward what I expect will grow into a 
more expansive set of questions about communication and the more-than-
human world.10 Like intercultural communication’s emphasis on relation-
ships among and between dif erent cultures, internatural communication 
explores interaction among and between natural communities and social 
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groups that include participants from what we might initially describe as 
dif erent classifi cations of nature.11 Internatural communication includes 
the exchange of intentional energy between humans and other animals as 
well as communication among animals and other forms of life. It is at its 
core, as is the study of communication generally, about the construction of 
meaning and the constitution of our world through interaction. It simply 
extends the boundary line a little further, fi rst to include other animals, so 
that we can test the veracity and capacity of our theories and methods in 
this new space.

Similar to Kennedy’s approach to the ‘rhetorical study of animal com-
munication,’ which focuses on the identifi cation of principles and formal 
aspects of communication commonly used by both human and nonhuman 
animals, the authors in this volume approach animal-human communica-
tion questions from standpoints shaped by communication theories and 
research methods. Some of this work might elsewhere be termed “zoosemiot-
ics,” “biorhetoric,” “communibiology,” “ecosemiotics,” “anthrozoology”12 
or even “corporeal rhetoric” or “transhuman communication.” I choose 
the term internatural communication not to compete with these other 
labels but rather as a term that can be inclusive of their meanings as well 
as embracing the possibilities of human and animal communication with 
other life forms. I also like the term because of its capacity to capture a way 
of communicating with and about nature from a standpoint that is impli-
cated in the very concept of ‘nature.’

The organization of this book refl ects a perspective on communication 
informed by a coherentist epistemology. Such an approach “privileges no 
one position at the expense of others because it begins with the assumption 
that all positions are interrelated and interdependent” (McPhail, “From 
Complicity to Coherence” 127). According to Mark Lawrence McPhail, 
inquiry into coherence begins with “a radical critique of duality” and 
moves toward an “emancipatory understanding of language and life” (Zen 
5–6). In addition, it emphasizes the kind of “methodological and epistemic 
fl exibility” characteristic of this volume (“From Complicity to Coherence” 
127). We begin, then, by examining the question of our complicity in the 
rhetorical, ideological and practical subordination of animals and animal 
subjectivity to human interests and agendas.13 From there, we move along a 
continuum of essays in Part II that ask us to consider our implication in the 
lives of animal Others. McPhail describes implication as “the recognition 
and awareness of our essential interrelatedness . . . ” (Rhetoric ix). Some 
of the essays in this section are aimed at extending communication theory 
to address the signifi cance of human-animal relationships for the humans 
(and sometimes other animals) in those relationships. Other chapters focus 
on implication as the praxis for coherence, a process for coming to relate, 
listen and interact in ways that honor the integrity of animals and our 
relationships with them. Finally, in Part III, we explore the possibilities 
of a coherence theory of human-animal relations through explorations of 
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internatural communication in both domestic and wild contexts, as well 
as through arguments for repositioning our human ways of communicat-
ing and knowing alongside, rather than above, those of other animals. 
The book concludes by calling for ef orts to expand our understanding 
of internatural communication by rethinking our anthropocentric grip on 
the symbolic and becoming students of corporeal rhetorics of scent, sound, 
sight, touch, proximity, position and so much more.

Following the introduction, Part I opens with a theoretical essay by Tony 
Adams in which he argues that human representations of animals medi-
ate “personal and political human agendas” in ways that naturalize those 
agendas. Grounding his analysis in symbolic interactionism, Adams weaves 
together personal experience, textual analysis and ethnographic fi eldwork 
to show how humans use companion animals to mediate interaction with 
other humans, how the Central Park Zoo’s purportedly gay penguin couple 
(and other popular penguin depictions) mediates public discourse on gay 
marriage and how invasive species displays at aquariums and zoos mediate 
human dialogues about immigration policy. In Chapter 3, Deborah Cox 
Callister examines the rhetoric surrounding beached whales in order to 
understand how the bodies and circumstances of the whales shape and 
infl uence human understanding and orientation toward particular policy 
objectives. At a time when the U.S. Navy proposes fi ve years of testing and 
training of sonar and explosives that threaten millions of marine mam-
mals in the Atlantic and Pacifi c Oceans, Callister’s analysis and materialist 
rhetorical perspective is especially signifi cant. Elaborating the policy per-
spective, Joseph Abisaid takes on the primate research debate in Chapter 
4. Abisaid conducts a framing analysis of the primate testing debate, argu-
ing that appeals to scientifi c progress continue to counter the ethical argu-
ments against experimentation on nonhuman primates, providing insight 
into “how individuals rationalize the human-animal relationship.” Mov-
ing away from questions of policy and toward the ideological orientations 
that undergird such decision making, Shana Heinricy’s chapter, which con-
cludes the section, examines animal representation as confi gured in the 
history of American animation. Using a case study of the popular children’s 
program SpongeBob Squarepants, Heinricy argues that visual representa-
tions of animated animal bodies often “create, maintain, and render invis-
ible speciesist ideologies.”

The essays in Part II move us from complicity to implication, a criti-
cal awareness and ef ort to understand and make our role as humans in 
communicative relationships and interactions with other animals more just 
and responsible. In Chapter 6, Carrie Packwood Freeman calls attention to 
the necessary connections between human values and food consumption in 
arguing for a vegan ethic. Like Wendy Atkins-Sayre’s recent essay exam-
ining how PETA seeks to overcome the human-animal divide, Freeman’s 
chapter notes that the rhetoric of prominent animal rights organizations 
works to overcome human views of animals as Others, especially animals 
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used for food. She illustrates how several groups advocate for veganism by 
appealing to primary human values and evaluates the campaigns in terms 
of how ef ectively they challenge speciesism and accomplish their goal of 
persuading consumers. In fact, the incongruity in humans’ treatment of 
animals viewed as a source of food and animals viewed as companions is 
signifi cant. Thus, our ef ort to become further implicated in questions of 
communication in human-animal relationships turns next to those animals 
known commonly as ‘pets.’

Nick Trujillo takes his companion Ebbie on the road in Chapter 7 to 
learn about “dog culture” and the culture of “dog people.” His essay illus-
trates the power of the canine-human bond and provides insight into the 
variety of human communication practices related to living with and serv-
ing those with such bonds. In Chapter 8, Mary Pilgram looks at support-
ive communication from the veterinarian’s point of view, driving home 
Trujillo’s point that many people consider their animals to be (and to be 
treated as) members of their families. Pilgram investigates veterinarians’ 
perceptions of their social support ef orts toward grieving human clients, 
suggesting ways that training in supportive communication could enhance 
professional practice.

Turning from companion animals to wildlife, the last chapters of er a 
unique perspective on humans’ implication in environmental (un)sustain-
ability. Leigh Bernacchi looks at the ritual interaction that unites birders 
and birds and suggests ways the relationship can be extended toward a 
conservation ethic in Chapter 9. Her argument is reminiscent of Kenne-
dy’s statement about bird songs: “Ritualization accompanied by epideictic 
utterance is a feature of animal rhetoric as it is of human life” (21). Con-
cluding the section on implication and pointing the way toward coherentist 
perspectives, Tema Milstein critiques the contemporary “naturalistic” zoo 
in Chapter 10. She examines the zoo in terms of its institutionalized prac-
tices of refl ection. She then explores possibilities for rhetorical refraction, 
introduced by the young visitors and inhabitants of the zoo exhibits who 
challenge the human-animal divide.

In Part III, our coherentist framework comes full circle, illustrating how 
communication studies can move beyond a focus solely on interactions 
among humans to be an interspecies and internatural enterprise, as is the 
world for which it seeks to account. The fi rst chapter in the section uses eth-
nographic methods to study the techniques and outcomes of animal-human 
communicators, professionals who communicate (and train other humans 
to communicate) with particular animals. Even skeptics of animal-human 
communicators are likely to fi nd Susan Hafen’s evidence and argument 
for more af ective and intuitive communicative processes compelling. In 
Chapter 12, Pat Munday looks at ravens and human hunters from the per-
spective of semiotics, arguing that ravens’ relationships with other animals 
(including humans) as well as their communicative capacities can help us 
understand how to bridge the animal-human divide. Further legitimating 
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Munday’s arguments, Stephen Lind makes the case for symbolic animal 
communication in Chapter 13, challenging Kenneth Burke’s defi nition of 
humans as the only symbol-using animal and opening up consideration 
of the “complicated and fascinating ways” animal-human communication 
can function. The book concludes with Susannah Bunny LeBaron’s rumi-
nation on the narrative elements of human communication with the more-
than-human world, in which she argues for a paradigm shift in the ways we 
narrate the constitutive relationship between humans and other animals. 
Her ‘meditation’ reminds us that implication is a path toward coherence, 
both narrative and ideological, in our interactions with other animals.

Whether in the lab, the fi eld, a zoo, at home, at the vet, in the garden, on 
the road or on the screen, we regularly encounter communicating animals 
and often direct our mental energies toward them. As these essays demon-
strate, communication researchers should have a lot to say about the dynam-
ics of human-animal communication. Even more importantly, we are well 
poised to of er new (and old) ways of listening and learning, internaturally:

/ Remember the plants, trees, animal life who all have their / tribes, 
their families, their histories, too. Talk to them, / listen to them. They 
are alive poems / 

(Joy Harjo 40)

NOTES

 1.  Stephen Lind elaborates on this observation in Chapter 13, this volume. Like 
other authors in this volume, I borrow the phrase “more-than-human world” 
from David Abram, who uses it in reference to “sensuous reality” (x). 

 2. For a popular description of some of these communicative relationships, see 
Deborah Noyes’s One Kingdom.

 3. Consider, for instance, Donna Haraway’s challenge to linguistic (and ideo-
logical) dualisms with terms such as “humanimal” and “natureculture.”

 4. Barbara Noske’s Beyond Boundaries is a germinal volume for any student 
of human-animal communication. She points out how the “bias of human 
domination” contributes to “an ideological stake in a status quo: the object 
status of animals” (101). In contrast, she views culture as a “dialectical pro-
cess of constituting and being constituted,” a process that frequently involves 
relationships across boundary lines termed species (87). Looking at similar 
issues from a representational standpoint, Stacey Sowards draws upon Ken-
neth Burke’s concept of consubstantiality to explain how identifi cation with 
orangutans can “deconstruct the nature/culture divide and dualistic thinking 
that has persisted for centuries” (46). She argues that “animalcentric anthro-
pomorphism” can provide a “profound interspecies event” that is inclusive of 
human-animal continuities as well as discontinuities (46). 

 5. Even Celeste Condit has acknowledged that rhetorical critics must move 
beyond our “ethnocentric assumption that only human-made symbolic codes 
matter to human action” (371). 

 6. Although this volume focuses exclusively on the human-animal relation-
ship, nonanimal nature can also be understood within the framework of 
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internatural communication I propose. McKerrow gestures toward this pos-
sibility when he extends his concept of corporeal rhetoric to explain Randall 
Lake’s description of “Red Power” rhetoric, which holds land as an “essential 
element of Indian identity” (324). By transcending the nature/culture dual-
ism, corporeal rhetoric can enable an expanded notion of relationship and 
recognition; in short, corporeal rhetoric may serve as a powerful resource for 
internatural communication. 

 7. See Donal Carbaugh’s essay “Just Listen” for a communication studies 
example of such deep listening.

 8. Karen Dace and Mark McPhail, writing about interracial interaction, of er 
empathy as a communicative behavior that can lead to “implicature,” or 
“the notion that human beings are linguistically, materially, psychologically, 
and spiritually interrelated and interdependent” (345–346). I argue that such 
implicature (or “implication,” as I refer to it in this volume) can be practiced 
with the more-than-human world as well.

 9. Noske also makes the case for interspecies communication (156). Carl Zim-
mer’s recent Time cover story on “Animal Friendships” mentions “one of the 
most provocative implications” of recent research into animal friendships, 
namely “that friendships that evolved within species may sometimes reach 
across the species barrier” (38).

 10. Actually, it is perhaps better characterized as a second or third step, as other 
communication scholars have helped to establish this trail (see, e.g., Michael 
Salvador and Tracylee Clarke’s essay on “The Weyekin Principle” and Julie 
Schutten and Richard Rogers’s essay on “transhuman dialog” [sic]). 

 11. Of course, the very notion of classifi cation breaks down under further scru-
tiny. What lines of dif erence will matter at any given historical moment? 
Mammal or animal? Vertebrate or invertebrate? Flora or fauna? Skin or shell 
or fur? Animate or inanimate? 

 12. For a more detailed discussion of anthrozoology, see Susan Hafen’s chapter 
(this volume).

 13. For an extensive discussion of the sociological dimensions and development 
of human relationships with and use of animals in the twentieth century, see 
Adrian Franklin’s Animals and Modern Cultures. 
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Part I

Complicity



2 Animals as Media
Speaking through/with Nonhuman Beings

Tony E. Adams

Two days before Halloween and four days before the 2004 U.S. presiden-
tial election, I sit outside my favorite cof ee shop and prepare to read the 
newspaper. I am quickly distracted by people walking decorated dogs, ani-
mals sporting costumes and political propaganda. I watch a Doberman in 
a miniature cowboy hat and a pumpkin-suited Chihuahua pass, followed 
by a Labrador with a John Kerry/John Edwards bumper sticker attached 
to its fur.

I notice that the decorated dogs and their owners receive more attention 
than owners of undecorated dogs; the decorated dogs seem to work as con-
versation starters, separating the animals and their owners from the mun-
dane and boring owners and animals. The Labrador in support of Kerry/
Edwards also functions as a vehicle to take the owner’s political message 
into narrow alleys, sidewalks and dog-friendly venues.

In this essay, I describe how animals can function as media, as tools 
humans use to facilitate human interaction. In so doing, I add to existing 
research on human-animal relationships, research that tends to emphasize 
the dilemmas that arise when humans treat animals as people, objects or 
a combination of both (Francione; Sanders); ways humans speak for ani-
mals, ways animals communicate with people and ways humans can and 
should interpret animal communication (Arluke and Sanders); what animal 
behaviors tell us about human behaviors (MooAllem; Roughgarden); ways 
(human) representations of animals can infl uence human interactions with 
and communication about live versions of these animals (Berger; King); 
animal selfhood and the “shared intersubjectivity” of humans and animals 
(Jerolmack 655; Irvine); and the mutual, coevolving qualities of “compan-
ion species” relationships, meaningful endeavors created by all species 
involved (Anderson; Haraway, “Species”).

Some writers have acknowledged ways humans use animals as media. 
For instance, Cain describes how humans talk “to their pet instead of to 
other family members” in ways “other family members could hear” (79); 
Messent refers to dogs as “social lubricants” (45); Williams frames dogs as 
“relational media” (103); Arluke and Sanders provide examples of people 
presenting a “virtual voice” of an animal to express their own “orientation, 
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desires, or concerns” (70); Robins, Sanders and Cahill demonstrate ways 
an animal can work as a “conduit” humans use to speak to other humans 
(22); and Ramirez illustrates how humans can use dogs as “props” in order 
to create “presentations of self” (375). However, the specifi c ways humans 
use animals as media and the implications of such use are tangential discus-
sions in many of these projects.

Given my interest in understanding ways humans use animals as media in 
human interaction, tenets of symbolic interactionism ground this research. 
Interactionists concern themselves with what happens in moments of relat-
ing, in the time and space of interaction. In particular, interactionists work 
to discern the “taken-for-granted meanings” entrenched in interaction 
processes (Denzin 19), attend to meaning-making processes (Gof man, 
“Interaction”; Mead), conceive of personal accountability in interaction 
(Gof man, “Strategic”; Scott and Lyman) and demonstrate how meanings 
are used, by humans, to make sense of themselves, others and society.

Adhering to interactionist goals, I have two interrelated objectives. First, 
I describe what it means to make animals media, and specifi cally note how 
humans, in interaction, make animals meaningful for other humans. I use 
two case studies to formulate this animals-as-media theory: (1) the use of 
dogs by humans and (2) the use of penguins at the Central Park Zoo (New 
York) and in the fi lm March of the Penguins. I then discern possible con-
sequences of using animals as media by illustrating how the rhetoric of 
“invasive species” exhibits found at many zoos and aquaria can implicate 
humans labeled “illegal,” “invasive” and “nonnative.”

Second, following Irvine’s call for researchers to better understand 
“how” animals mean something for human interaction (15), I illustrate 
how the human use of animals can infl uence meaning-making processes 
and personal accountability. As I demonstrate, animals are not “neutral 
delivery system[s],” an assumption often held about media (Meyrowitz 15). 
Animals can, and do, harbor personal and political human agendas.

METHOD

A case study is a detailed account of an activity or a process. The purpose of 
the account is to provide insight into, advance theorizing about and attend 
to the social and political characteristics of the activity or process (Stake). 
Case studies utilize multiple methodological procedures and sources of evi-
dence (Yin), and they are helpful because they refi ne theory and introduce 
complexities for future research (Creswell).

In this project, I use two case studies—the use of dogs by humans, 
and the use of gay and straight penguins—to provide an account of how 
humans can use animals as media. I use personal experience, textual analy-
sis and ethnographic fi eldwork to develop each case. I then use grounded 
theory (Charmaz) to inductively discern patterns—repeated words, phrases 


