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Simple Summary: In this study, we used open-ended interviews to explore how animal moral claims
and interests may be best represented in the human world. The findings suggest that the key to
animal representation lies in human perceptions of animal voice and that these perceptions are shaped
by cultural, social, economic, legal, and political language constructs and paradigms. Our findings
illustrate how the human contextual definition of animals as voiceless or as having a voice has serious
implications for animals, society, and the environment. This study highlights the importance of
recognising animal voice as crucial for animal representation and draws parallels with similar calls
in the literature. We recommend future research to focus on developing ethical, compassionate,
and respectful approaches to understanding animal subjective experiences to empower and amplify
animal voices.

Abstract: In many contexts, the interests of nonhuman animals (hereafter “animals”) are often
overlooked or considered to be a lower priority than those of humans. While strong arguments exist
for taking animal moral claims seriously, these largely go unheard due to dominant anthropocentric
attitudes and beliefs. This study aimed to explore how animal interests might be best represented in
the human world. We conducted interviews to investigate people’s perceptions of what it means to
speak for other animals and who can reliably represent animal interests. Using Grounded Theory
analytical methods, we identified one major theme: “Animal voice”, and its subthemes: “Animals
do/do not have a voice”, “Human language constructs realities and paradigms”, and “Let animals
speak”. Our findings illustrate how human language constructs contribute to shaping the realities
of animals by contextually defining them as voiceless. This has serious implications for animals,
society, and the environment. Drawing parallels with the relevant literature, our results reflect
calls for the social and political recognition of animal voice as fundamental to animal representation.
We recommend future research to focus on developing ethical and compassionate approaches to
understanding animal subjective experiences to empower and amplify animal voices.

Keywords: animal representation; animal communication; human perceptions; human language
constructs and paradigms; human–animal relationships; animal voice amplification

1. Introduction

In many contexts, the needs and wishes of nonhuman animals (hereafter animals) are
often overlooked or considered to be a lower priority than those of humans. This has sig-
nificant ethical, social, cultural, environmental, economic, and political implications, with
growing public and academic concerns over how animals are considered in society [1–8].
Historical and predominantly Western philosophical ideas and constructs have contributed
to a general acceptance of human animal superiority over other animals [9]. Perhaps the
most extreme expression of these ideas, animals as “automata” (machines), was conceptu-
alised by influential French philosopher Renee Descartes 1637, arguably absolving humans
of moral responsibility towards other animals [9,10]. Both Descartes and the Enlightenment
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philosopher Immanuel Kant defended the human/animal distinction based on the assump-
tion that non-human animals do not possess a mind and, therefore, lack self-awareness and
the ability to make themselves understood through language. However, prominent thinkers
have also criticised the human/animal distinction and that this distinction was enough to
exclude animals from moral consideration. Jeremy Bentham famously summarised their
critical stance: “The question is not, Can they reason? Nor, Can they talk? But, Can they
suffer?” [11]. In a similar critique, Henry S. Salt (1894) was one of the first to challenge
the human/animal dichotomy with an explicit focus on connecting animal rights to social
progress [12].

The idea that animals lack rationality and mind, and that this distinction justifies
the depersonalisation and commodification of animals as resources for humans, prevails
in certain scientific, economic, social, and political systems today [13]. Conditions for
most animals, both wild and domestic, have worsened in the last two centuries due to
the intensification of both terrestrial and marine factory farming [14–20], the increasing
destruction and disturbance of wild animal habitats for urban and agricultural land devel-
opment [21–25], and the impacts of climate change such as wildfires, desertification, ocean
acidification, rising nutrient loads in water bodies, and more frequent extreme weather
events [26–30].

Developing scientific research of animal cognitive, emotional, social, and cultural
ability and complexity is increasingly challenging how we think about animal minds and
lives [13,31]. For example, Broom (2003) described the widespread biased assumption that
the only significant evolutionary path was that which leads to man, particularly as concerns
brain function, as biologically naïve [32] (p. 85). Larger brains may store more memory, but
this does not necessarily imply more cognitive ability [33].

Research has documented that, like us, animals seek comfort, playtime, compan-
ionship, freedom of expression, and display a variety of emotions and differences in
personality [34–47]. Questioning the notion that culture is unique to humans, research also
shows that animals have their own unique cultures and social structures where knowledge
and language are passed on via generational learning [48–54]. Furthermore, an increas-
ing body of studies have showed that emotional states, as observed in vertebrates, some
cephalopods [55,56], and invertebrates [57], affect judgement and determine decision-
making processes, as with humans [58–61]. Researchers have also called for the recognition
of sentience in many animal groups we have not previously considered, most notably
invertebrates [62]. For example, new research demonstrates that wasps can recognise
species-specific individual faces, demonstrating evolutionary convergence between mam-
mals and wasps, despite their differing sensory and neural structures [63], while other
evidence has suggested hedonistic behaviour in bees [64]. Additionally, there are calls
to improve our understanding of animal communication, cognition, subjective experi-
ence, agency, interests, and their place in society [65–69]. This research challenges old
assumptions about animals and makes us question the human/animal dichotomy.

We must rethink our relations and entangled existences with animals if animals are to
have dignified and flourishing lives. While animal advocacy has contributed to increasing
public awareness about the issues confronting animals, its influence and impact has been
limited [70]. While strong arguments exist for taking animal moral claims seriously, these
largely go unheard because of inequalities in representation, similar to marginalised groups
of humans in society [71]. Some authors therefore now argue for expanding the discussion
of animal consideration beyond the typical discourses regarding animal legal rights or duties
towards animals, to include the political representation of animals’ interests [72]. In the
political and philosophical disciplines, this has been identified as part of the Political Turn
in Animal Ethics [72,73].

Scholars have increasingly called for considering animal representation in social and
political discourse [71,73–86], but many challenges remain in terms of how this could be
realised. Magaña (2022) summarised these challenges by what they describe as individual
factors—the aspects of human psychological mechanisms that predispose our thinking and
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behaviour in favour of the human perspective and interests. And institutional factors which
relate to animals’ inability to vote, human political and economic interests to favour animal
exploitation, and electoral barriers whereby, for example, minor pro-animal parties have
limited political presence and influence [72]. However, animal representation currently
faces the significant barrier of requiring humans to act as representatives on their behalf,
which begs the question: How can we reliably represent the interests of animals, and who
can do it? As such, one critical step for animal representation is to identify the characteristics
of someone who can reliably speak for animal interests. This furthermore requires that we
investigate what it means to reliably represent animals. The following question broadly
addresses the issue: What does it mean to speak for animals?

To speak for anyone else, even other humans, is a difficult task. For example, certain
groups in society may not be well represented in the political process including, but not lim-
ited to, people with disabilities, prisoners, the elderly, social housing clients, asylum seekers,
the homeless, the unemployed, and other similarly vulnerable members of society [87].
Similar issues exist for animals, who may be considered particularly vulnerable in the sense
that they are subject to laws imposed on them by humans, often reflecting the interests
of the humans rather than those of the animals themselves [88]. In the human world, we
have attempted to protect vulnerable members of society via various legal means. For
example, like animals, human children are considered vulnerable in the sense that they
may not be able to speak for themselves or protect themselves in specific contexts. In
International Law, specific notions have therefore been developed to include particularly
vulnerable individuals who may be considered unable to speak for themselves. The 1989
International Convention on the Rights of the Child therefore incorporated the dimension
of vulnerability as a more precise criterion for inclusion because it extended to also include
children with disabilities [89]. It may be productive to think about treating the issue of
animal representation similarly.

Additionally, speaking for animals is already a challenge because animals communi-
cate differently to humans. As such, because our systems are built on human language,
communication, and interests, animals who communicate differently and have different
interests fall outside this system [90,91]. And, while science can give us some of the prac-
tical tools to better understand how animals communicate their interests, there are still
significant issues of interpretation.

One major challenge has been the historical focus on verbal language as the only mean-
ingful form of communication. The logic of typical language models is flawed because it
has been using human signalling behaviour as the benchmark for understanding all other
forms of communication [92]. Expanding our understanding of what counts as language
challenges the anthropocentric notion that difference is equal to deficiency and that we
ought to consider differences as a matter of degree, not of kind [91]. However, it also chal-
lenges us to carefully consider differences to avoid anthropocentric misappropriations and
misrepresentations in our attempts to understand and engage with animals [93]. For the
sake of clarity, we emphasise that our use of the terms “animal communication”, “animal
voice”, and “interspecies communication” implicitly acknowledge these challenges. We
have therefore structured our discussion and the concept of animal voice from the viewpoint
of Donna Haraway’s (2003) ethical approach, captured as humans and nonhumans “bonded
in significant otherness” [94] (p. 16). The benefit of the ethical approach is that it can be
extended to include cognitive, psychological, ethological, interactional (concerning “the
nature of communication and the structure of interaction” [93] (p. 359)), and ontological
approaches to understanding animal communication. As Kulick (2017) summarises, the eth-
ical approach implies respectful and compassionate engagement with animals that avoids
reducing their communication to anthropocentric projections or perpetuating cartesian
notions of animals as exploitable “automata”. It furthermore acknowledges that recognis-
ing and understanding animal communication (for example, “through acts of protest and
dissent” [90] (p. 31)) may as much be a matter of respectful non-engagement (e.g., [90,95]).
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The aim of this study was to explore the issue of how animal interests might be
best represented in the human world. Our approach was to capture thoughts from both
experts in relevant academic fields, but also people with expertise and experience working
with (e.g., farmers) and for (e.g., politicians, animal advocates) animals outside academia
who can describe animal representation across multiple dimensions and identify gaps
and challenges to better representing animals in the social–political arena. We conducted
qualitative interviews with people who had significant experience with animals and/or
issues relating to animals. This included people from a wide range of animal-related
work and activities with various relationships to animals. We documented participants
perceptions of animal representation by broadly asking: “Who can speak for animals?”
Using a data-driven approach, we conducted thematic analysis to help identify and expand
theoretical concepts related to animal representation. We compared and contrasted our
results with the discussion being had in the literature to identify convergence, gaps, and
future opportunities.

2. Materials and Methods

For this study, we conducted interviews to gather information related to people’s per-
ceptions of what it means to speak for other animals and who can reliably represent animal
interests. The semi-structured interviews were guided via methodologies in Grounded
Theory and Thematic Analysis [96–98]. This qualitative approach is suited to poorly un-
derstood, complex, and/or emerging issues, or issues that require an in-depth scrutiny of
untested assumptions [99,100]. We used the open-ended approach to encourage partici-
pants to explore emerging themes of interest more freely, thereby opening the potential
for previously unexplored ideas to be investigated [101]. Common themes may typically
derive from richer, more in-depth data sets and leads to the development of theories and/or
detailed conceptualisations of categories of interest. We used the inductive approach of
moving from specific interviews to common insights and patterns of meaning, allowing the
data to drive the research [96,100]. We checked for researcher bias using techniques such as
personal reflexivity and conversations among the research team [102,103].

2.1. Interview Participants

We approached prospective participants via their publicly available email addresses.
Participants were selected for their varied expertise and/or experience concerning human–
animal relationships from a wide range of relevant contexts. Participants needed to have
close experience with animals or proficiency with animal topics via their work and/or other
experience with animals. Closeness here is defined as a relationship with other animals that
at least requires significant animal/species knowledge, expertise, and experience, as well
as an understanding of human–animal relationships, including but not exclusive to people
who feel personal closeness, respect, and/or empathy for other animals as demonstrated
via their advocacy work, academic publication, or authorship. The selection criteria that
participants were required to have are as follows:

• worked or are working with living animals in a range of contexts, and/or
• contributed to critical or deep thinking concerning human–animal relationships,

and/or
• represented animals in public discourse.

Most of our participants were selected for their academic/research expertise or other
relevant skills in various types of animal work. These fields included animals in political
science (n = 1), psychology and philosophy (n = 2); biomedical and toxicology research
(n = 2); animal welfare science, policy, and law (n = 3); wild animal conservation, ecology,
and management (n = 3); sociology, media, and literature (n = 2); political representation
(n = 1); and animal farming (n = 1). Some of these participants had additional significant
advocacy expertise or experience related to improving or reporting on the lives of animals in
industrialised animal agriculture. The participants came from different countries, including
Australia, Canada, USA, Portugal, Germany, Finland, and the UK.
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2.2. Interview Procedure

We received human ethics research approval (ID SEBE-2021-MOD02) for this study.
The question guide was developed by the researchers based on initial readings and dis-
cussions surrounding voice and speaking for animals (see Supplementary File S1 for the
question guide). Author AT conducted the interviews between February and May 2022
online via Zoom video and/or phone calls (per participant preference). Each interview
lasted 30–60 min and, with written consent, was recorded.

The interview included questions concerning how people speak for animals, the
participant’s thoughts about what it means to reliably represent animals’ interests, how
animal representation could/should manifest, and what relationship with animals and
personal characteristics someone would need to be able to reliably speak for them. We
added a personal dimension by asking participants if they had individual experiences with
speaking for, or interactions with, animals and, if so, what their thoughts were related
to these experiences. The interview schedule was loosely adhered to [97] (pp. 62–82) as
the participants often initiated their own elaborations, and as such, needed no additional
prompts from the interviewer in terms of keeping the responses related to the questions. At
the end of each interview, demographic data were collected related to age, gender identity,
and rural/urban location for aggregative reporting. The participants were given the choice
of creating their own pseudonym or having us create one for them. The interviews were
transcribed intelligent verbatim (omitting unnecessary or filler words) as the key focus was
to extract meaning. The participants were not offered incentives or other rewards for their
contributions. Themes and concepts related to speaking for animals were explored until it
appeared that no new relevant substantive insights and themes were being introduced by
participants, which resulted in a total of 15 interviews.

2.3. Data Analysis

Author AT analysed the content of each interview inductively, guided via the method-
ologies of reflexive Thematic Analysis (Big Q Qualitative Analysis) [98,104]. In qualitative
analysis, data collection, memoing (descriptive/interpretive notes), data analysis, and
coding and theory development often occurs simultaneously, guided via a “constant com-
parison analysis” which refers to the method of comparing emerging findings and meanings
with existing findings [105–107]. The preparation included reading each of the transcripts
a minimum of three times to become familiar with the content of the individual interviews.
Author AT used a methodological journal and conceptual mind mapping software to
reflexively record memos, patterns, themes, and sub-themes, as well as their potential rela-
tionships and/or dissimilarities. The data from the initial interviews were used to identify
major themes to be used as a guide for subsequent theoretical sampling (i.e., selecting future
interview participants based on their ability to elucidate and expand their understandings
and insights of emerging theoretical domains). Themes were compared with the literature
from a combination of critical animal studies and other related humanities disciplines. At
the coding level, the interpretation was partially driven via semantic (participant-driven,
explicit meaning) and latent (researcher-driven, conceptual, implicit meaning) levels [98].
We used selected quotes to illustrate aspects of the subthemes.

3. Results

Participants provided varied and rich perspectives based on a wide range of experi-
ences and relationships with animals, including wild animals, so-called “pest” animals,
domestic animals including animals in biomedical research, companion animals, and ani-
mals in the entertainment/racing industry. However, despite the various background of
the participants, farm animals were commonly referred to as examples of the concepts they
were describing.

The reason why animals in production tend to be a common discussion point is:
(1) the sheer number of animals affected, and (2) the profound social and environmen-
tal/ecological/climate impacts of factory farming [26,108]. They are furthermore a common
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and obvious example of human overreach. A significant portion (62 per cent) of the Earth’s
total biomass of mammals are trapped within human industrial systems [109], and as
outlined in the introduction, industrial practices significantly impact ecological systems
and the animals that are part of those. The situation for domestic animals and wild animals
may therefore be considered aspects of the same issue [31].

Participants provided varied and rich perspectives based on a wide range of expe-
riences and relationships with animals, both wild and domestic. The major theme was
“Animal voice”, which represents the participants’ perceptions of what animal voice is,
and how human language constructs and paradigms shape the realities of other animals
(Table 1). Participants identified several important properties that constitute this theme.
Below, we explore the theme of “Animal Voice”, its subthemes, and its properties within
the context of ongoing discussions in the literature.

Table 1. Thematic analysis, including subthemes and summary of subthemes.

Themes Subthemes Summary

Animal Voice

Animals do/do not have a voice Animals already speak/communicate
Artificial voicelessness

Sometimes animals need us to speak for them:
contextual voicelessness

Knowledge deficiency of animal
language and communication

We are only just beginning to understand

Human language constructs
realities and paradigms

Misguided conceptions and messages; inconsistency,
speciesism, anthropocentrism, othering.

Scientific reductionism, ontological, and epistemological
approaches to understanding animal voice

Let animals speak

Listening
Communication is more than spoken language: embodied

and visual. Knowledge, intimacy,
compassion, respect, reciprocity

Amplify animal voices

3.1. The Animal Voice and the Role of Human Language in Shaping Perceptions

The theme describes participants’ experiences and reflections on common perceptions
related to the concept of animal voice and how the human language can be used to construct
stories and paradigms which may prevent us from thinking about animals as being able
to communicate. The theme describes how current anthropocentric paradigms influence
how we approach scientific research on animal communication and how conceptions and
messages about animals as voiceless may perpetuate anthropocentrism, even in animal
advocacy. While participants emphasised that scientific theory and research, as well as
experience with animals are crucial aspects of understanding, a complete understanding
of animals requires that we challenge and attempt to move beyond current scientific
definitions and paradigms by working for and with animals.

Most participants explicitly or implicitly stated that animals have a voice and that they
are communicating; that animals will speak for themselves if we dedicate attention and time
to listening, observing, and understanding. They highlighted the importance of experience
with animals through intimacy (active listening, patient observation, and interaction),
reciprocity, respect, and compassion. This includes acknowledging animals as individuals
and agents of their own lives and experiences, as well as recognising their individual wants
and wills. This implies that we must begin to seriously consider and include novel and
alternative methods to understand animals beyond the limits of biological/physiological
needs and behaviour.
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Participants furthermore touched on complementary ways of understanding nonhu-
man animals, drawing analogies with certain groups of similarly vulnerable humans. The
subthemes will be discussed in more detail in the sections below.

3.1.1. Animals Do/Do Not Have a Voice

Animals already speak/communicate. Some participants highlighted that speaking for an-
imals is a modern and predominantly Western problematic concept because it perpetuates
misguided and/or inaccurate human constructs about animal voice and communication,
effectively disabling the agency and voices of animals:

“I think within this term, speaking for animals, that’s the danger and tendency, that
what you’re doing is actually replicating the idea that animals cannot communicate
and aren’t able to partake in co-creation of space or ideas or community. For me, the
concept of speaking for animals is within this Western, White, European enlighten-
ment, colonial mindset. You don’t get it in Indigenous mindsets. Animals speak for
themselves there. They absolutely speak for themselves through spirit, through mystery,
through myth. . .” (Mischa)

Other participants explained that we perceive animals as voiceless because our current
understanding of voice and communication tends to be limited. Our perceptions and
depictions of animals as voiceless are artificial constructs, but have become normalised
because we are conditioned to limit listening and understanding to verbal communication:

“. . .There’s a fantastic organisation in Australia called Voiceless but I continue to disagree
with the name of their organisation because they (animals) do have a voice and they do
communicate—we just don’t share a common language. . ..and so it is common to say
they’re voiceless because they don’t speak our tongue. . .” (Snowy Owl)

Several participants expressed their reluctance to speak for animals. Years of observa-
tion and experience had left them with a great sense of awe, admiration, and respect for
the animals, and as such, did not feel it was their place to speak for them:

“I think it’s highly arrogant of me to think I can speak for a snake. I’m just not comfortable
with that. . .I just feel that it would be limiting of me to try and do that because the snake
is so much richer and more sophisticated than I will ever be.” (Snake Advocate)

One participant framed animal voice in terms of consent and new approaches to listen-
ing. To determine whether our actions for animals are foregrounding their interests and
needs, we must begin by paying attention to their various means of communication. Since
we are interacting with or observing individuals who communicate differently, the first
step is to approach listening differently:

“I think the issue of consent brings an important issue to the fore of, is this a self-
proclaimed right to decide what is best for animals from a human point of view? The
first step there to minimise that would be to listen to animals, and listening would be
more than theoretical, through for example science and seeing how they behave, what
their ethology is. Listening is a physical act as well, and it involves proximity, it involves
sharing the landscape.” (Cat Man)

The issue of animal consent and agency was also discussed in terms of personal and
organisational approaches to speaking for animals, and how these approaches are shaped
by cultural norms about the subordination of animals—that we may assume a right to act
on behalf of, or speak for, animals:

“. . .and I get that some animal advocates say that’s at the heart of the subordination of
animals that we just feel that we can, with very limited authority or knowledge interfere
in the lives of animals who don’t understand as well. And talking to someone who’s
working with an animal psychologist recently it actually came home to me how I don’t
know anything about how dogs socialise—and still unreflexibly willing to intervene in
an animal’s activities on that basis. And then we have people who work for advocacy
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organisations. And some of those people seem extremely knowledgeable about animals,
and some of those people seem extremely unknowledgeable about animals—but by and
large, many of them are to some degree self-appointed individuals.” (White Ibis)

Sometimes animals need us to speak for them: contextual voicelessness. Some participants
emphasised that sometimes humans need to speak for animals because there are contexts
where animal voices are not being heard or ignored. For example, increasing urbanisation
and the covert practices of factory farm animal industries have disabled animal voices
through their enforced separation from humans. Many people have lost the opportunities
to meet, become familiar with, and become acquainted with animals intimately, thereby
also removing farm animals’ opportunity to be seen and heard by people:

“They desperately need us to speak for them. . .I mean animals on the one hand, have no
option. They have no voice as it were. They can’t speak for themselves as it were. . .I have
sheep here, rescue sheep. They do speak for themselves. But the way they speak takes a
lot of experience to hear anything that they are trying to say. . .. So I would say, ideally,
people speaking for animals have experience of animals. But 95 per cent of Australians
live in cities. They don’t have that kind of opportunity.” (Daniel)

One participant evoked the experiences of animals in a human-dominant world by
drawing the analogy with vulnerable human children who may be unable to speak for
themselves, defend themselves, or represent their own case in a world made for adults:

“So, I think what we need is to change the paradigm. We have to think about animals as
we think about our children, vulnerable creatures that we need to protect, look after and
you only stress or harm them when it is very important for their own good. I only subject
my dog to a vaccine if it’s for their own good” (Maria)

Similarly, another participant described contextual voicelessness as the silencing of
animal voices through the structural processes of stigmatisation in policy and legislation,
drawing parallels to stigmatised groups of humans:

“Animals to me are the most stigmatised and silenced social group, like to me, they are a
social population in the same way that we have different human social groups that are
stigmatised and silenced—animals don’t get to have a voice at all and that’s existed for
other human groups over time and the way those groups are silenced is through structural
stigmatisation through language, in particular policy and legislation. So, the language
that we use to talk about those issues and those beings is designed to silence them or make
them invisible or undermine their right to have a voice—or the meaningfulness of their
voice.” (Gunter Goose)

Participants discussed aspects of animals’ contextual voicelessness that is perpetuated
through our food choices. As long as we let our perceptions and attitudes regarding animals
as food continue to dominate our actions and thoughts, we are also willingly closing our
ears to animal voices. Some suggested that our obsession with meat means most of us will
not be open to considering animals as having voices because hearing their voices may be
too confronting.

“So listening to animals is [. . .] less than a priority, it’s like negative priority [. . .] we
want the opposite of listening to animals—we don’t want to hear them at all. I mean,
we’re breeding meat so that we can still eat meat and [. . .] we’re doing cell-ag, which I
think is a good thing and hopefully that will help change the world but, we want meat
so badly that we’re investing billions every year so we can grow it in a lab so that it
doesn’t have a brain it just has flesh so that we can continue on eating this thing that
we really want—without having to deal with the individual—and any of the (laughs)
communications that would arise. . .” (Snowy Owl)

We may be happy to listen to people who speak for the animals we are close to as
companions but feel uncomfortable when being confronted with the prospect of similarly
considering the more distant animals we want to eat or those we consider inconvenient.
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“. . .the general public as animal using community does express a concern for the wellbeing
of all animals—but we know that companion animals are treated different to production
animals and animals that are kind of classified as pest animals—and there were some
interesting studies that were done around cognitive dissonance that shows that people do
not really want to talk about animals that they consume. . . particularly the closer they
get to a consumption [. . .] so, I guess in that kind of ‘who gets to speak for animals’ [. . .]
is also who is listening.” (White Ibis)

Knowledge deficiency of animal language and communication. Participants emphasised the
importance of recognising the growing science on animal communication, language, and
behaviour, especially those that document the emotional/subjective experiences of animals
that we do not necessarily (want to) see or hear:

“. . .he tells me stuff that he has seen and learned in labs, like for example—the vocalisa-
tions of rats—this is about their communication and our listening and discerning and
interpreting—and I didn’t know until he told me about rats’ laugh [. . .] they have high
pitched sounds of joy when they’re with their loved ones—and if they’re having a good
laugh, like if you’re tickling them—they’ll have a really good laugh [. . .] and the study
has shown that this is happening, which makes it all the sadder that we can’t hear that. . .”
(Snowy Owl)

From the perspective of someone with many years of experience with animal be-
haviour and wildlife management, one participant heralded significant future changes by
pointing to emerging scientific trends. We are only just beginning to scratch the surface in
terms of understanding the many different ways that animals communicate:

“Nature does not usually allow for frivolity, birds sing and communicate information for
purposes that we think simplistically advances their reproductive success or their dominance
over other birds—but there’s a lot more going on than that, and I think we are just beginning
this current phase of understanding animal behaviour. . .” (Old Man Winter)

3.1.2. Human Language Creates Realities and Paradigms

Misguided conceptions and messages; inconsistency, speciesism, anthropocentrism, and oth-
ering. Participants described our historical use of language to describe animals and the
socio-psychological factors, including human superiority and dominance narratives that
have become so ingrained in our culture, language, behaviour, and actions that we no
longer question them. Via these narratives, we have become conditioned to minimise
animal experiences and maintain their separation from us by ignoring their voices:

“. . .I think because we don’t have a history of paying close attention, it’s a history of
othering—of diminishing their value and their worth in the hierarchy we’ve created about
humanity, all of these reasons for us to not listen to animals, not to pay attention. . .”
(Snowy Owl)

Some described the theme in terms of anthropocentrism and the social exclusion of
certain animals (speciesism):

“In fact, I consider this all the same fight pretty much and the same challenge, the
challenge being anthropocentrism as a paradigm, as a worldview. If you look at it that
way, then we’re talking about folks who I think can speak for animals are folks who treat
this not as an environmental issue, not as an ecological issue but as a social justice issue,
in the same way that you would treat any environmental justice issue to more vulnerable
marginalised human communities.” (Cat Man)

One participant described how we can change paradigms with relative ease to either
benefit or exclude animals. Institutional re-structuring of relationships via the arbitrary
categorisation of certain animals may dictate how we speak for them or how we choose to
frame debates related to them. While these changing relationships may not affect us, they
may have profound effects on animals and how we view or treat them.
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“. . .so thinking about the Royal Society for the Protection of Animals in Queensland it
was originally the Royal Society for the Protection of Animals and Children . . ..and so,
we see these things as separate today but once upon a time they were actually much more
conjoined—I think it points to that we have become calcified into a particular form of
structural relationship around the debates about animals—and that’s not necessarily a
natural or necessary thing—it could be subject to contestation.” (White Ibis)

They also provided an example of how institutional categorisations may shape human
compassion and moral concern for certain animals, and therefore, how we choose to speak
for them, depending on the geographical context. In landscapes where ecological commu-
nities are largely changed by humans, certain animals have become particularly vulnerable
as they are judged according to what we currently value as aesthetically important to that
particular landscape:

“. . .every country has its own taxonomy of animals and what animals are—in Australia
the possum is a wonderfully cute animal that you would create an effigy of to give to a
child whereas in New Zealand, the possum is an invasive species, and you might recruit
children to systematically cull them at the schools. . .and [. . .] particularly in regards to
animals, there’s no rhyme nor reason to the inclusion or exclusion of different animals
from the circle of compassion and that’s the way in which people will speak for them.”
(White Ibis)

One participant described how inconsistent attitudes to different animals means certain
animals are rejected as worthy. We stigmatise some animals as undesirable or unwanted
according to inconsistent rules. As such, some animals may be perceived as undeserving of
representation while other animals are represented because they fit in with the preferences
of certain groups of humans.

“I don’t think that you can tailor your speech for animals by saying these are the animals
we can speak for and these animals we can’t. I don’t think you can pick and choose because
then you’re imposing an aesthetic on the world. You know, it’s an aesthetic. It’s not
consistent.” (Daniel)

Institutional inconsistency in attitudes to animals is similarly reflected in the way
humans design animal law, which may arbitrarily protect or not protect animals depending
on the context in which animals are placed by humans. Animals are often not given a
choice in where they are placed, with whom, or how they will be perceived according to
the context. When we perceive animals as having no agency or voice, we assume a right
to change their legal status according to which anthropocentric values are relative to the
context: economy, hedonism, aesthetics, convenience, or similar utilitarian justification to
favour human interests:

“In Victoria, we have codes of practice for different species of animals. Only the ones
that relate to cats and dogs are mandatory to follow and illegal to break, the ones for
agricultural animals and racing animals, they are all just voluntary, so it really doesn’t
give them any sort of protection. . .a greyhound will be in the racing industry and basically
have no protection and then as soon as they finish racing and get adopted as a pet, they
suddenly have some sort of legal protection when they’re the same animal—their situation
has just changed so, it’s a very clear issue in terms of how we view them” (Gigi)

Similarly, while constitutional changes or changes in animal law are important steps
forward, these may be more symbolic than reflective of immediate or authentic intention to
implement meaningful change for animals.

“Legally, it doesn’t have a strong direct impact on actual substantive duties towards
animals under the law. It depends on how sentience is recognised and whether it is
attached to actual operative provisions within the act. But at the moment, it’s just more
symbolic.” (Shy Albatross)
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While several countries now legally recognise animals as sentient, limitations render
the recognition with limited operational power as long as the more powerful voices of the
animal industries are prioritised at governmental decision levels:

“. . .I think that is subject to contestation, but I think that’s really interesting how
theoretically that is supposed to be a game-changer [. . .]—but yet there is massive
continuity, and it just shows how power is really written into the fundamental systems of
production that are resistant to change—” (White Ibis)

While the official recognition of sentience may be perceived as important at higher
levels, members of the public react with puzzlement to the idea that sentience in animals
needs to be recognised by the law:

“So yeah, I think it’s positive. It’s funny because we campaigned to have sentience
recognised in law. Then when people ask you like, well what does that mean, and you say
well, it’s just about recognising the fact that animals can feel fundamentally. People sort
of look at you like you know, who denies that?” (Shy Albatross)

Scientific reductionism, ontological, and epistemological approaches to understanding animal
voice. Participants explained that we have made assumptions about animal communica-
tion through an over-emphasis on scientific reductionism. As such, participants explained
that human willingness to consider ontological and epistemological alternatives is the key to
understanding animal voice. Animal language and communication exist regardless of how
humans define them or choose to interpret them—we have, until recently, not focussed on
different approaches to understand animals beyond biology, physiology, and behaviour.
Our claim to speak for animals is limited if we do not understand animals as individuals
with their own unique wants and interests.

“. . .We’re conditioned to listen for a language whereas animals are often quite embodied.
You don’t just listen with your ears, or you can’t say you’re listening to animals because
you read twenty papers on the ethology of these animals and suddenly, you’re an expert on
them—your credentials speak for them almost—when you don’t know them. . .” (Cat Man)

Participants also highlighted how scientific reductionism manifests as a tendency to
present one-dimensional images of animal lives and experiences. Rarely do we consider
speaking for or representing animals in terms of personality and subjective experiences:

“We’re judging on something which, you know, the focus is very narrow. It’s all about
harm, it’s suffering, it’s pain and it’s that what we are talking about when talking for the
animal. Mostly what we are not doing is about the daily life of an animal. It’s not the
feelings of the animal. It’s just does it like to talk to you, does it want to look at television,
does it tell you to put on the radio or whatever? So, there is more than this actually, but
we are very narrow in the discussion. It’s not the whole total behaviour and living of the
animal we are talking about when we talk about speaking for an animal.” (Junior)

Using scientific reductionism, we have created a mechanistic framework from within
which exploitative industries can more easily justify their instrumentalisation of ani-
mals, rendering animals vulnerable to harm, misrepresentation, and the suppression of
their voices.

“I think it leads on from what we were just talking about in terms of the physical scientists
and the reductive nature of positivist scientific discourses. So that the fundamental
underpinnings of that kind of science can lead you down very blinkered paths that don’t
take into consideration the feelings or thoughts of animals in a meaningful way. It’s only
about observable traits and responses. That’s a dangerous thing when you see agriculture
industrialising more and more. Animals being put in sheds and vets being tasked with
keeping them alive” (Busy Bee)

Participants also described the issue in terms of limited ethical, legal, and welfare
science knowledge within the agricultural animal industry:
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“. . .there are a lot of vets who don’t have that [legitimacy to talk about animal welfare
science, ethics, and law] and are still considered and taken by government and industry
to be experts on animal welfare which I think is really interesting because in reality the
animal welfare that’s taught in vet schools is tiny. . .we know more about wildlife than
animal welfare in terms of what we’re taught, and we don’t know much about wildlife. . .”
(Blue Angel)

Participants explained that understanding animals may also include coming to terms
with our own limitations of understanding—a different and perhaps more profound
sense of appreciation of animals that is not defined by or limited to scientific knowledge.
One participant illustrated this concept as contemplating the prospect of other animals’
existence throughout deep time and comparing with the relatively limited time that hu-
mans have existed. This idea challenges us to situate humans into a different temporal
perspective in which we are no more than animals to have perhaps relatively briefly existed
among a long line of other animals. From the perspective of deep time, mystery, and a
sense of humility, we may come to appreciate that animal lives are and have always been
as rich and eventful as ours—regardless of our existence and our understanding of them.

“There are guestimates, there’s great science on evolutionary biology, but they’ve [snakes]
been here a long time and I just think there’s so much that we don’t understand about
these animals, and I love that. I love the fact that we’ll never fully understand how they
navigate, how they feel, how they communicate with each other. That’s why I feel like I’m
maybe not your orthodox scientist who wants to know everything.” (Snake Advocate)

3.1.3. Let Animals Speak

Communication is more than spoken language. Some participants explored the concept
of animal voice in the context of companion animal relationships and the importance of
listening to animals. Key words included openness, observation, reciprocity, closeness,
respect, and intimacy. While many of these relationships may typically be characterised
by human dominance, some also provide powerful examples of respectful and reciprocal
communication and intimacy between species. We need to recognise these relationships
culturally due to their profound nature:

“Listening to the movement, sounds, demands and needs of the domestic companion in
the domestic space is really important. The more you do that, the more you deepen your
relationship. I think it’s much more profound. I think a lot more people know it and it
would be great if we had more cultural recognition of how profound that is.” (Mischa)

Similarly, another participant described how their first experience of living with
companion/domestic animals (a cat, two dogs, and several chickens) profoundly changed
their perspective in terms of understanding animals. Coming from a scientific background,
the experience made them see animals from a different perspective; as individuals who each
required very specific approaches depending on their personal needs, wants, and moods:

“They [animals] have been the primary teachers of—are we actually listening to what
these individuals have to say? The only way I would have ever been able to figure
him [cat companion] out is just spending time next to him, not only observing him
and complying with his cues but—just observe what this individual wants, what he
finds pleasurable when I am not engaging with him as well. . . It speaks so much to the
physical aspect of listening. . .that the individuals need to get physically comfortable with
you before they start showing you who they are. . .I thought that a cat is a cat, and a dog
is a dog” (Cat Man)

Amplify animal voices. One participant described representation in terms of ambassador-
ship and familiarity with wild animals via education and exposure. Via their work as a
highly skilled, knowledgeable, and passionate educator, their role expanded to become one
of both advocate and diplomat. By allowing people to experience a different perspective of
snakes through the compassionate lens of the educator, the animals commonly perceived
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as hostile or repulsive are presented in a light to reveal other dimensions of who they are.
Animals are thus transformed from being perceived as repulsive and/or a potential threat
to humans, to becoming individual beings with their own important lives, wills, wants,
and sense of place in the world.

“I can take all my insights and experiences and try and bundle them up into something
that people think, oh, next time I see a snake, I’m not going to freak out. I’m not going to
use that shovel. I might just leave it alone.” (Snake Advocate)

Rather than speaking for animals, advocates should strive to act as amplifiers for their
voices and interests:

“It’s the paradigmatic structures of anthropocentrism and human exceptionalism that
need to be dismantled, and we can’t dismantle them by doing piecemeal changes through
anthropocentric practices. That is not going dismantle the overall structure. I think this
whole idea of speaking for the animals because they can’t speak for themselves is that
anthropocentric reinforcement, whereas speaking for the animals to amplify their voice
and advocate for them in ways that they don’t have access to, is at least attempting and
non-anthropocentric practice.” (Mischa)

Participants furthermore discussed alternative ways that humans give animal voices a
platform, such as via various art media or cultural community:

“I think it’s absolutely fine to experiment and explore representing animal language in
human language, with understanding the caveat that we can’t ever do that properly. . .I
think that is actually a really interesting area for exploration. I think all of those [creative
writers], or certainly Gene Stone, certainly Laura Jean McKay, they would consider
themselves advocates for animals. They are performing it outside of standard advocacy
space, but they are advocating for animal representation. I don’t have an answer or theory
about it, but I think it’s a really valuable space for exploring this question. . .” (Mischa)

Others described the potential for tapping into a public thirst for learning about
animals and emphasised the significant influence through which various forms of cultural
expressions, such as games, can bring animals to our attention:

“. . . and this game, Wingspan, which is produced by female game designers, was hugely
successful and sort of talks about this great cultural thirst for animal related stuff in
every kind of area, and in the sense the game itself is about animals and laying eggs
and their lifecycle [. . .] that represent talking about animals and learning about animals
in different ways. . . I just think on a kind of practical everyday basis it really is people
within the cultural industry who predominantly dominate the talking for or representing
animals—not really advocates and activists” (White Ibis)

4. Discussion

We interviewed 15 people with deep, sustained, and diverse experience and knowl-
edge of animals to gather insights about current thoughts and perceptions related to animal
representation. We used an inductive, qualitative approach to develop new ideas and to
deepen the understanding of current and emerging concepts. The major theme, animal
voice, represented common topics in the interviews and the participants elucidated several
subthemes and their properties. Participants described animal voice in the sense that animal
voice is currently contextually defined and/or limited by humans. This renders animals
artificially voiceless and thus vulnerable to misrepresentation and harm. The subthemes
of animal voice represent different aspects of how we may assume to speak for animals or
seek to empower animal voices based on different conceptions and constructs related to
animal voice.

Animals do/do not have a voice. The issue of misrepresentation of animal voice was
evident in the participants’ reaction to the implicit suggestion that speaking for animals
is necessary because animals cannot speak. As one participant summarised, animals will
speak if we are willing to listen and observe. Some explained that the term “voiceless”
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risks perpetuating the anthropocentric idea that animals cannot speak or communicate. It
may additionally perpetuate the idea that animals have no agency, suggesting that humans
therefore need to interfere and take charge of their lives.

Other participants expressed a reluctance to speak for animals because of their pro-
found sense of humility and respect for them. They described their own as well as other
alternative methods to convey the plight of animals. This included providing animals
with a communication platform via various media and the arts or via education. For
example, they described how sharing discovery and exploration through the lens of some-
one who profoundly respects and cares for animals presents people with the option of
learning through compassion. At the same time participants were clear that compassionate
approaches need not exclude traditional scientific knowledge, but rather that the added
dimension of compassion allows us to discover animal voices in ways that have been un-
derstood mostly through intimate human/animal relationships. Learning can thus expand
beyond the limited scope of just satisfying our own curiosity or as a means of fulfilling the
criteria for certain institutional learning processes. It may elevate learning to recognise and
nurture our own potential compassion for animals, which can be a profoundly rewarding,
insightful, and healing personal journey [110], both for ourselves and the animals we
extend our compassion towards.

Some participants provided a different perspective on animal voice and discussed
how voicelessness is imposed on animals by various oppressive institutionalised systems.
There were parallels drawn with vulnerable humans such as children, who may be con-
sidered voiceless because they depend on trusted others to speak for them in a world
of social, political, educational, and economic systems designed by and for adults. In
the industrial/institutional context, animal voices are relevant only (if at all) in terms of
being instrumental to aspects of the scientific and operational processes for optimising
production [111]. Acknowledging agricultural animal voices thus begins with acknowledg-
ing the reality which has rendered them contextually voiceless—the commodification of
them as “meat” (discussed in more detail below).

Knowledge deficiency of animal language and communication. Some participants explained
that our concept of animal voice and communication may be limited because human con-
structs of language are narrow. Participants described how we are only just beginning to
take an interest in this aspect of animal lives. As an example, they discussed the importance
of recognising the unique and varied approaches for the shared understanding between
humans and animals in intimate relationships. As noted in the introduction, similar ideas
have long been discussed in the literature. In 1982, Levinson called for the developing field
of human–animal relationships to become a discipline in its own right, emphasising the im-
portance of recognising both intuitive and scientific methods as equally important aspects
of understanding animals and their communication [112]. Until recently, this literature has
largely focussed on companion animal relationships from the perspective of human benefit.
This instrumentalisation of companion animals has ignored the animal perspective and
the possibility that these relationships may be more dynamic, reciprocal, and profound
than previously assumed. Over the last decade, this recognition has prompted an increase
in studies that have explored companion animals’ perceptions and reactions in human
environments [113].

As participants noted, communication in other animals is often nonverbal. It can be
embodied, chemical, and/or visual, and also manifests in various patterns such as in the
song of birds and whales [114–116]. Recently, machine learning to decode animal commu-
nication has become more widespread [117], as demonstrated in attempts to find ways to
decode the languages of sperm whales [118] and song birds [119], rather than just recording
and describing their various species manifestations and patterns. The Earth Species Project
is in the process of applying machine learning to understand communication in primates
and some species of birds. Fitch (2019) has furthermore argued that human conceptions of
language need to expand beyond communication because we are missing an important
aspect of understanding in animals. Fitch (2019) stated that the fact that some animals do



Animals 2023, 13, 3271 15 of 26

not express understanding does not mean they do not possess understanding [120], as doc-
umented by a large body of the literature on animal cognition [121]. The concept of animal
understanding is being similarly explored by artists and researchers at the Interspecies
Communication Research Initiative (ISCRI). This research aims to address questions of
what nonhuman intelligence is and where in the body it is located, involving developing
novel approaches to gain insights about the internal lives of octopuses via the close study
of AI/octopus interaction.

As reflected by our data, scientific research and general attitudes are as such gradually
changing how we approach the understanding of animals, and importantly, shifting the
focus towards capturing animal understanding and perspectives. However, some partici-
pants reflected on the extent to which we can assume a right to understand animal voices
and, if so, how do we determine the best ethical approaches to advance this understanding?
These issues have been discussed in depth by Eva Meijer in their groundbreaking book
When Animals Speak [122] and with Bovenkerk (2021) in “Taking animal perspectives into
account in animal ethics” [67]. While critical to anthropocentric approaches, Meijer and
Bovenkerk argue that to be able to make democratic decisions with animals, we need to
recognise animal agency as an essential first step. Meijer and Bovenkerk furthermore argue
that we need to develop better relationships with animals by improving our understanding
of their differences in expression, wants, and wills [67] (p. 50). This can be achieved using
alternative methods that do not reinforce the anthropocentric oppression of animal agency.
Meijer (2019) suggested one approach is through experimental settings in sanctuaries or
multispecies households where the animals themselves can determine the grounds for
interaction [122] (p. 239).

In terms of institutional perceptions of animal voice and agency, the constitutional
recognition of animals as sentient beings and existing laws to protect animals in some
countries [123–125] may reflect a positive institutional paradigm change in human attitudes to
animals. However, as some participants emphasised, even constitutional sentience recognition
continues to have little meaningful effect as long as there are legal inconsistencies, codes of
practice, and provisions that enable economic/legal [88,108,126], aesthetic [127], nationalis-
tic/cultural [128], ideological/supremacist [129–131], speciesist [132], and hedonistic [133,134]
justifications to suppress animal voices. Even if animals are to be constitutionally included
similarly to humans, the challenge remains that our current democratic and judicial pro-
cesses rest on the assumption that constitutional actors have the ability to assert their own
interests [123]. Eisen (2018) has argued that for this reason, we need to consider expanding
the discourse on constitutional animal protection to include the consideration and protection
of subjects that are unable to or unwilling to “speak in the language of the law with their own
voices.” (p. 909).

Human language constructs realities and paradigms. The issue was discussed in
terms of how the old paradigms of human superiority and dominance perpetuate anthro-
pocentric thinking in many human systems, but that these attitudes are gradually changing.
Humans are increasingly questioning past assumptions of sharp divides between humans
and nonhumans, and with this acknowledgement, some biologists are even beginning to
challenge the concept of sharply divided species boundaries (see [135,136]). The scientific
and philosophical discourse has thus increasingly focussed on arguments that basic emo-
tion and social intelligence are not just fundamental in human animals, but also in other
vertebrate and many invertebrate nonhuman species [31,43,125,137–145].

Participants drew parallels between the traditional ways in which we have perceived
groups of marginalised humans and how we similarly view animals. Rather than viewing
certain traits and abilities as exceptional to humans, we are beginning to recognise that
these and other abilities are present in most sentient, if not all animals, and that species
differences perhaps ought to be viewed on a spectrum rather than by rank [135].

Issues regarding mental and physical ability have been similarly discussed in terms
of how human language shapes how we think about and treat people who fall outside
able-bodied norms [146]. For example, the UK-based Union of Physically Impaired Against
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Segregation described the word “disability” (a negating term) as a form of oppression that
only adds further to the burden of their already existing challenges [147]. Similarly, the
words “voiceless” and “animal” may contribute to perpetuating biased negative percep-
tions of animals as they conceptually separate and categorise animals negatively against
humans. Sunaura Taylor (2017) drew this parallel explicitly in their book Beasts of Burden,
positing that mental and physical ability is not what gives living beings dignity and value.
As with humans with different abilities, we have constructed a story of human dominance
over animals by comparing their abilities and traits to our own [146].

Meijer (2013) has similarly argued that the hyperfocus on discourses regarding animal
emotionality, consciousness, and cognitive and physical ability has distracted from a
fundamental ethical argument that the social and political inclusion of nonhuman animals
need not be contingent on their intrinsic capacities and/or human perceptions of moral
agency. Abbate (2020) furthermore suggested an important first step would be to consider
that animals, like humans, have intrinsic worth, independent of their value to humans.
This means we need to respect animals in terms of how we treat them, but also how we
talk about them [148].

Scientific reductionism, ontological, and epistemological approaches. Moreover, participants
discussed how animals are deprived of their voices via an over-emphasis on institution-
alised objective, positivist, and deceptive language in animal science and welfare policy and
the linguistic mechanisms to discourage the humanising of animals in industry/educational
institutions. These institutionalised mechanisms have also been brought to attention by
authors who describe how non-emotive terms may be deliberately or unconsciously used to
desensitise us to the reality of animals [149,150] or to facilitate dissociation by discouraging
the use of humanising terms to describe animals [151–153].

Other authors have discussed how these mechanisms are also prevalent in our daily
language. For example, Adams (2016) explained how we create “false mass terms” by
wrongly lumping individuals under certain umbrella terms. The mass term “meat” is used
to define entire species, transforming animals from sentient individuals to “food” (another
mass term), protecting us from the discomfort of contemplating the remnants on our plate
as those belonging to a destroyed individual [152]. Adams (2016) explained that via the
use of dissociating terms, we grant ourselves perceived license to eat animals as it is no
longer considered contact with the animal, but contact with “food” [152] (p. 6).

Some participants similarly reflected on the many ways in which humans deal with
the personal discomfort (“cognitive dissonance”) that arises as the result of wanting to
eat meat, while at the same time having awareness of the confronting realities of factory
farm animals. In the literature, this has been coined as the “meat paradox”: while we
are concerned for farm animals, we simultaneously continue to find ways to suppress the
underlying discomfort in contemplating the lives and deaths of the animals we wish to
keep consuming [154,155].

Participants discussed other issues with the over-emphasis on reductionistic think-
ing and how this paradigm is being increasingly challenged by the billions of humans
globally who regard their companion animals as full-blown family members with their
own meaningful and rich experiences of the world [156–158]. While the power structures
in these human–companion animal relationships still require closer examination [159],
many transcend species barriers as evident not just by the strong emotional bonds that are
developed between humans and nonhumans, but also the reciprocal nature of interaction
and the development of common understanding [112,160]. By including animals into our
moral circle, we are also more likely to extend prosocial behaviours toward them [158],
giving their voice validation.

This concept was vividly illustrated by participants who described their own eye-
opening experiences of sharing a home with companion animals. It was also described by
those who had devoted their lives to the close scientific study and/or advocacy of wild
animal species, those who had tirelessly devoted their lives to advocacy work for farm ani-
mals, or those who had spent a significant part of their lives volunteering in rescue animal
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shelters. Their accounts documented that intimacy with animals is a crucial aspect of listen-
ing to their voices and thus requires an open mind as well as a respectful, compassionate,
and patient approach, similarly to how we would interact with other humans.

Some participants noted that it may be argued by some who are closely involved with
animals that their close proximity to and experience with animals implies they are their
best care providers. However, physical proximity does not guarantee or promote best care
practices [161] and may indeed tell us very little about the true nature of the human/animal
relationship/connection.

This concept was illustrated by Gruen and Jones (2015), who drew critical attention to
the “romanticisation” of the “connection” that people who are uncomfortable with factory
farming (“compassionate carnivores”) imagine with the animals they kill and consume.
Somehow, being involved in every step of the process of slaughter is viewed as a more
ethical form of consuming animals, as killing the animal one has raised is thought to increase
a sense of humility and respect for the animal. And, while this may be true to some extent,
the authors argue this connection may not be as genuine as much as a false connection [162].
The authors refer to Katie Gillespie’s (2011) concept of “connected disconnection” in which
the process of killing necessitates emotional distance from the animal, which is made
possible by connecting to the violence against the animal [163] (p. 120).

Whether we are involved directly in the killing or paying someone else to kill, Griffin
and Griffin (2021) argued that because animals are social beings and part of our social
world, our violence towards animals is a social harm affecting not only animals, but also
humans and the environment [108]. These harms include but are not limited to the docu-
mented harms associated with slaughterhouse work and meat consumption, but also harms
that correspond closely with what Adams (1990) identified as the underlying sexist and
patriarchal devaluation and feminisation of compassion for animals and nature [164,165].
Brooks Pribac (2016) furthermore noted how caring for animals is invalidated as a form
of weakness or even seen as pathological—and how the associated systemic processes of
dissociation not only contribute to obscuring animal suffering but may also lead to the
dismissal of those who advocate for them as over-emotional, or it may even lead to the
victimisation of the “perpetrators” (farmers and consumers) (p. 56). The author describes
these processes as a betrayal not just of the animals, but also those who are unwittingly
part of the supporting mechanisms of their exploitation [166].

Abbate (2020) has described the social pressures that contribute to drive meat con-
sumption despite people’s awareness of factory farm animal suffering. Aspects of “social
duress” may include various socio-cultural environmental factors that pressure individuals
to comply with contextual meat-eating norms and traditions for social acceptance. Abbate
(2020) thus noted that while consumers of factory-farmed meat can be argued to be partially
morally responsible for the violence towards animals, it is important to consider that they
may be acting under social duress which causes volitional impairment: “One need not have
a gun pointed towards one’s head to act under duress” [167] (p. 11). Abbate’s concept of
social duress and volitional impairment could be expanded to include ideological, political,
and academic domains where moral and ethical discourses on animals may affect indi-
viduals who try to speak for animals, and therefore, also influences where the discourse
is headed.

The connection and closeness with animals identified by participants was described as
profound, reciprocal, respectful, compassionate, and personal, such as those that may typi-
cally be found in companion animal relationships [157,168,169]. While many participants
used companion animals as a common example, participants described a close affinity or
shared experiences with animals in other categories, such as wild snakes, pigs, chickens,
geese, sheep, wild birds, animals in biomedical research, and so on. This type of close-
ness is not necessarily limited to physical closeness but is characterised by an authentic
sense of moral concern and compassion which recognises the animal as an individual
with their own agency and interests. In intimate relationships, humans and animals, via a
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process of mutual interactions and intuitive approaches, develop a common language of
understanding that may be embodied as well as vocal.

Importantly, our moral concern may extend beyond the individual to include other
individuals, realising the potential of companion animals as ambassadors for other animals.
Participants noted that these relationships therefore deserve wider cultural and academic
recognition. Amiot, Bastian, and Martin (2016) have similarly stated that human/animal
relationships have always been central to human existence [170]. These relationships
have existed for a very long time; however, their importance and prominence have been
underestimated and hidden as a result of the so-called “species-barrier” [168,171]. Levinson
(1982) suggested that the potential for living at peace with animals lies in the investigation
of these human–animal relationships, emphasising the importance of incorporating both
intuitive and scientific methods: “The intuitive method looks at an animal as a teacher and
friend, while the scientific method looks at an animal as an object of curiosity.” (p. 284).

This influence of closeness with companion animals as well as the positive relation-
ship between increasing wealth, urbanisation, and concern for wild animals (feelings of
mutualism) has been explored by several authors. Manfredo et al. (2020:1) questioned
the suggestion that modernisation is the most prominent factor in favouring mutualist
values (values that regard wild animals as individual fellow beings in a common social
community) over dominance values (values that emphasise domination over wild animals).
The authors argue that because modernisation has generally contributed to furthering
the physical distance between humans and wild animals, there must be other moderating
factors contributing to increased feelings of mutualism. Their results demonstrated that
rising anthropomorphism is strongly associated with increasing mutualist values and could
therefore partially explain why people in urbanised areas are increasingly regarding wild
animals as deserving of rights similar to humans [172]. The authors discussed their results
in the context of the Australian study results of Franklin (1999, 2007), who reported a
significant positive and inclusive shift in human attitudes to animals as a function of the
rising numbers of human relationships with companion animals [156,157].

In terms of concerns for the plight of farm animals, the potentially powerful influence
of farm animal ambassadors has therefore become a topic of increased focus. This work has
been conducted in sanctuaries that specifically aim to actively foster human connections
with rescued farm animals, rather than passively displaying them as objects of human
entertainment. A Faunalytics (2020) study reported the significant positive impact that
physical/emotional contact and closeness with rescued farm animals had on visitors [173].
At these sanctuaries, visitors are given the unique opportunity to experience rescued farm
animals as living, feeling individuals, each with their own story to tell. The stories combined
with the closeness with individual rescued farm animals elicited feelings of heightened
empathy and compassion for farm animals generally [174]. As a consequence, visitors felt
compelled to make significant life changes as a gesture of solidarity or sympathy with farm
animals. These findings are consistent with research that shows that people who include
animals in their moral sphere are also more likely to extend prosocial behaviours towards
them [158].

Let animals speak. Participants discussed the need to incorporate the subjective ex-
periences of animals as individuals and persons for a more complete understanding of
animals by amplifying animal voices. Amplification as much as possible attempts to avoid
speaking for animals, focusing instead on enhancing animal voices or giving their voice a
platform. They described this concept as advocacy and scientific approaches that recognise
and promote the powerful agency of animals, giving animals a voice and a central place.
Participants discussed alternative approaches to accessing and exploring animal voice and
language, as demonstrated in other academic disciplines as well as various cultural and
visual media. In Slithering Stories we Live by: Animal Educators’ Construction and Enactment
of Positive Snake Narratives, Rosenfeld (2021) incorporated the concept of critical anthropo-
morphism to consider snake voices, demonstrating how animal voices can be empowered
without their direct involvement. Via ethnographic methods, they explored how social



Animals 2023, 13, 3271 19 of 26

setting, location, personal factors, and the stories told combine to shape conceptualisations
of “snake” [175]. Rosenfeld (2021) demonstrated that negative perceptions of “snake” can
be reshaped using these same mechanisms to improve human attitudes and reduce the
influence of myths that increase our aversion towards and stigmatisation of certain animals.

This potential for empowering animal voices via public education and storytelling
was illustrated by the participants who were involved in advocacy for typically stigmatised
and contextually voiceless animals, such as snakes or animals categorised as “pests”. Via
these alternative approaches, the animals themselves become the subjects with space to
unfold their personalities, creating their own realities and allowing their voice a central
place in our narratives. The unexpected and novel framing present a different perspective
of animals, prompting us to consider the animal perspective.

Other studies have similarly attempted to address human–animal relationships with animals
as the subjects, either in terms of species-specific or inter-species communication [65,176–183]
or by presenting issues from the nonhuman point of view [184–187]. While participants noted
that novel approaches should not exclude the attention to species-specific biology, life histories,
behaviours, abilities, and communication, their insights suggested that it is via the additional
incorporation of the subjective dimensions of animal wants and wills that animals can transcend
from inanimate background props to become central, living individuals free to assert their voice
and agency in a world shared with humans.

Importantly, participants remarked that we also need to consider to what extent we
can assume a right to involve ourselves in animal lives, including issues related to animal
consent. We need to carefully evaluate the ethical implications of involving animals, and if
we do involve them, we must practice “epistemic humility” (acknowledging what we do
not know about animals), echoing the concerns of Meijer and Bovenkerk (2021) (p. 50). At
the same time, if we have a limited understanding of animal communication, it may limit
our understanding of animal wants and interests. We have, for example, not been asking
the right questions, as in cases where we ask questions about animal choices in settings
where their choices are significantly limited [67]. Similar ideas for ethical approaches are
suggested in studies that emphasise researching with animals as subjects as an attempt
to disrupt the human tendency to speak for animals. For example, Barrett et al. (2021)
suggested exploring intuitive interspecies communication (IIC) by using specialised animal
communicators: people who have developed specialised skills through direct experiences
with animals and as such, learnt to understand and interpret animal communication.

Our participants described similar respectful and compassionate approaches that they
had used in their own work as well as future potentials for including these approaches in
science, advocacy, and the political representation of animals. They also listed common
themes related to reciprocal interactions and intimacy with animals, as well as respectful
recognition of animal agency and personhood. Meijer (2021) discussed the potential for
such ethical exploration of animal political agency and voice in sanctuaries like VINE,
which offers refuge to escaped or rescued animals [188]. VINE challenges perceptions of
animals as helpless and voiceless victims by encouraging and actively involving animal
residents in community decisions. This requires that human staff put aside notions of
themselves as hosts, rulers, and rescuers to engage in processes of interaction with the
animal residents on their own terms. As a contrast to sanctuaries that advocate to encourage
veganism, VINE acts as a model for improved interspecies relations, fostering connections
with larger social justice movements and working towards systemic changes in our political
and economic structures [188].

5. Conclusions

This study is the first to have explored themes related to animal representation in
a cohort of participants from a variety of relevant expert and otherwise skilled back-
grounds. The resulting theme, animal voice, and its subthemes indicated that animals and
their interests are currently challenged by the entanglement with human interests and
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anthropocentric power structures. This has rendered countless animals artificially and
contextually voiceless and thus vulnerable to harm, exploitation, and misrepresentation.

The themes from this study have identified barriers to empowering animal voices
and authentically representing their interests. Our interview data reflects scholarly calls
to reframe the plight of animals as a social issue as well as reconsidering institutional and
individual perceptions of animal voice. Our results reflect the growing consensus in the
literature that animals have intrinsic worth, independent of how humans value them.

This implies we need to seriously consider and recognise animals as individuals with
their own intrinsic worth, voice, and agency in both public and professional discourses
related to animals. It furthermore requires that we consider animals with respect and
compassion at both individual and species levels, recognising animals as individuals with
their own agency, personalities, interests, wants, and wills.

Echoing the recommendations of Meijer (2019), the themes developed from our in-
terviews point to the need to develop ethical working relationships with animals, which
requires that we move away from anthropocentric notions of animals as objects and in-
struments to consider animals as subjects and agents of their own lives. This by no means
implies we ignore scientific developments related to the physical, cognitive, and emotional
abilities of animals, but rather that we seriously consider the growing calls to develop and
incorporate novel methods that focus on moving away from old anthropocentric concep-
tions and conjectures of animals as voiceless. However, how these approaches should be
conducted and if/when we can assume to interfere in animal lives need to be considered
within moral, ethical, and philosophical frameworks to foreground the animal perspective.

Recognising animal voice is an important step if we are to improve our understanding of
animal interests at both individual and species levels, enabling us to devise and implement
better animal-informed decisions to empower and amplify animal voices.

Notes on Methodology and Author Personal Perspective and Potential Influence

The authors’ values are an important driver of this research. While the lead author
acknowledges that personal views to some degree may be reflected in conversations with
interviewees and the resulting data analysis, the Grounded Theory methodology incorpo-
rates steps to reflexively consider researcher views. The interview process is a dynamic
interviewer–interviewee interaction to encourage free and open dialogue, allowing for
richer data sets. It is not the role of the interviewer to control the responses on the sole
basis of extracting untainted data, as this could equally taint the data and/or become a
hindrance to the natural conversational flow. As much as possible, we have attempted to
avoid imposing our own views during interviews and during data analysis.
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58. Nematipour, B.; Krohs, U.; Bračić, M. Cognitive bias in animal behavior science: A philosophical perspective. Anim. Cogn. 2022,

25, 975–990. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
59. Dawkins, M.S. The Science of Animal Welfare: Understanding What Animals Want; Oxford University Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2021.
60. Mendl, M.; Burman, O.H.P.; Parker, R.M.A.; Paul, E.S. Cognitive bias as an indicator of animal emotion and welfare: Emerging

evidence and underlying mechanisms. Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 2009, 118, 161–181. [CrossRef]
61. Paul, E.S.; Harding, E.J.; Mendl, M. Measuring emotional processes in animals: The utility of a cognitive approach. Neurosci.

Biobehav. Rev. 2005, 29, 469–491. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-021-03047-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-021-01544-8
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10010043
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31878310
https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1613
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2007.02.003
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17428510
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-84371-x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33649476
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2020.01.028
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani3030882
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26479539
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2013.07.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2014.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2021.01.025
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00265-020-2829-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2014.03.003
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24679535
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2011.05.013
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21672550
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2009.02.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2021.105400
https://doi.org/10.46867/ijcp.2015.28.00.04
https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1374
https://doi.org/10.1163/156853012X631379
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2019.05.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2009.04.021
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.1001960
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25268798
https://doi.org/10.1002/bies.201900060
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31631360
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2021.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2019.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2021.102229
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33733076
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-06443-w
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abp8609
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10071-022-01647-z
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35781584
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2009.02.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2005.01.002


Animals 2023, 13, 3271 23 of 26

62. Balcombe, J. Intuition and the invertebrate dogma. Anim. Sentience 2020, 5, 9. [CrossRef]
63. Tibbetts, E.A.; Pardo-Sanchez, J.; Ramirez-Matias, J.; Avargues-Weber, A. Individual recognition is associated with holistic face

processing in Polistes paper wasps in a species-specific way. Proc. Biol. Sci. 2021, 288, 20203010. [CrossRef]
64. Huang, J.; Zhang, Z.; Feng, W.; Zhao, Y.; Aldanondo, A.; de Brito Sanchez, M.G.; Paoli, M.; Rolland, A.; Li, Z.; Nie, H.; et al.

Food wanting is mediated by transient activation of dopaminergic signaling in the honey bee brain. Science 2022, 376, 508–512.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

65. Plec, E. Perspectives on Human-Animal Communication: Internatural Communication; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2013;
Volume 12.

66. Blattner, C.E. Turning to Animal Agency in the Anthropocene. In Animals in Our Midst: The Challenges of Co-Existing with Animals
in the Anthropocene; Bovenkerk, B., Keulartz, J., Eds.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2021; Volume 33, pp. 65–78. [CrossRef]

67. Meijer, E.; Bovenkerk, B. Taking animal perspectives into account in animal ethics. In Animals in Our Midst: The Challenges of
Co-existing with Animals in the Anthropocene; Bovenkerk, B., Keulartz, J., Eds.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2021; Volume 33,
pp. 49–64.

68. Deckha, M. Unsettling Anthropocentric Legal Systems: Reconciliation, Indigenous Laws, and Animal Personhood. J. Intercult.
Stud. 2020, 41, 77–97. [CrossRef]

69. Wadiwel, D.J. Do fish resist? Cult. Stud. Rev. 2016, 22, 196–242. [CrossRef]
70. Broad, G.M. Effective animal advocacy: Effective altruism, the social economy, and the animal protection movement. Agric. Hum.

Values 2018, 35, 777–789. [CrossRef]
71. von Essen, E.; Allen, M.P. Solidarity Between Human and Non-Human Animals: Representing Animal Voices in Policy Delibera-

tions. Environ. Commun. 2017, 11, 641–653. [CrossRef]
72. Magaña, P. The Political Representation of Nonhuman Animals. Soc. Theory Pract. 2022, 48, 665–690. [CrossRef]
73. Garner, R. Political Representation of Animals’ Voices. In Human/Animal Relationships in Transformation; Vitale, A., Pollo, S., Eds.;

The Palgrave Macmillan Animal Ethics Series; Springer International Publishing: Cham, Switzerland, 2022; pp. 341–362.
74. Allen, M.P. Interspecies Political Agency in the Total Liberation Movement. Between Species Electron. J. Study Philos. Anim. 2020,

23, 175–199.
75. McEwen, G.; Ray, A.; Fini, G.-M.A. Animal Law: Principles and Frontiers; LexisNexis Butterworths: Chatswood, NSW,

Australia, 2011.
76. Treves, A.; Santiago-Ávila, F.J.; Lynn, W.S. Just preservation. Biol. Conserv. 2019, 229, 134–141. [CrossRef]
77. Donaldson, S. Animal Agora: Animal Citizens and the Democratic Challenge. Soc. Theory Pract. 2020, 46, 709–735. [CrossRef]
78. Probyn-Rapsey, F.; Donaldson, S.; Ioannides, G.; Lea, T.; Marsh, K.; Neimanis, A.; Potts, A.; Taylor, N.; Twine, R.; Wadiwel, D. A

sustainable campus: The Sydney declaration on interspecies sustainability. Anim. Stud. J. 2016, 5, 110–151.
79. Plumwood, V. Integrating Ethical Frameworks for Animals, Humans, and Nature: A Critical Feminist Eco-Socialist Analysis.

Ethics Environ. 2000, 5, 285–322. [CrossRef]
80. Kymlicka, W. Social Membership: Animal Law beyond the Property/Personhood Impasse. Dalhous. Law J. 2017, 40, 123–156.
81. Francione, G.L. Sentience, Personhood, and Property. In Yearbook of the Irish Philosophical Society: Special Issue, Humans and Other

Animals 2017/18; 2017; pp. 37–72. Available online: http://www.irish-philosophical-society.ie/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/
Yearbbok-full-issue-corrected-03-2020.pdf (accessed on 16 October 2023).

82. Alvaro, C. Ethical Veganism, Virtue, and Greatness of the Soul. J. Agric. Environ. Ethics 2017, 30, 765–781. [CrossRef]
83. Jones, R.C. Animal rights is a social justice issue. Contemp. Justice Rev. 2015, 18, 467–482. [CrossRef]
84. Fleurbaey, M.; Leppanen, C. Toward a theory of ecosystem well-being. J. Bioecon. 2021, 23, 257–295. [CrossRef]
85. Burke, A.; Fishel, S. Across species and borders: Political representation, ecological democracy and the non-human. In Non-Human

Nature in World Politics; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2020; pp. 33–52.
86. Carter, B.; Harris, O.J. The end of normal politics: Assemblages, non-humans and international relations. In Non-Human Nature in

World Politics; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2020; pp. 13–31.
87. Halpin, D. Democratic transformation: Fulfilling the promise of representation. In Groups, Representation and Democracy: Between

Promise and Practice, 1st ed.; Manchester University Press: Manchester, UK, 2010; pp. 239–266.
88. Francione, G.L.; Kunstler, W.M. Introduction. Legal Welfarism: The Consequences of the Property Status of Animals. In Animals

Property & The Law; Temple University Press: Philadelphia, PA, USA, 1995; pp. 1–14.
89. Macioce, F. The Vulnerable Groups and Their Legal Value. In The Politics of Vulnerable Groups; Macioce, F., Ed.; Critical Political

Theory and Radical Practice; Springer International Publishing: Cham, Switzerland, 2022; pp. 31–59.
90. Meijer, E. Political communication with animals. Humanimalia 2013, 5, 28–52. [CrossRef]
91. Meijer, E.R. Political Animal Voices. Ph.D. Thesis, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2017.
92. Oller, D.K.; Ulrike, G. Evolution of Communication Systems: A Comparative Approach; A Bradford Book: Cambridge, MA, USA, 2004.
93. Kulick, D. Human–Animal Communication. Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 2017, 46, 357–378. [CrossRef]
94. Haraway, D.J. The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness; Prickly Paradigm Press: Chicago, IL,

USA, 2003.
95. Donaldson, S.; Kymlicka, W. Zoopolis: A Political Theory of Animal Rights; Oxford University Press, Incorporated: Oxford, UK, 2011.
96. Corbin, J.; Strauss, A. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 4th ed.; Sage

Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2014.

https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1591
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2020.3010
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abn9920
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35482873
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-63523-7_4
https://doi.org/10.1080/07256868.2019.1704229
https://doi.org/10.5130/csr.v22i1.4363
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-018-9873-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2016.1269820
https://doi.org/10.5840/soctheorpract2022811171
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2018.11.018
https://doi.org/10.5840/soctheorpract202061296
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1085-6633(00)00033-4
http://www.irish-philosophical-society.ie/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Yearbbok-full-issue-corrected-03-2020.pdf
http://www.irish-philosophical-society.ie/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Yearbbok-full-issue-corrected-03-2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-017-9698-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/10282580.2015.1093689
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10818-021-09315-x
https://doi.org/10.52537/humanimalia.9966
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102116-041723


Animals 2023, 13, 3271 24 of 26

97. Charmaz, K. Constructing Grounded Theory, 2nd ed.; Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2014.
98. Braun, V.; Clarke, V.; Hayfield, N.; Terry, G. Thematic Analysis. In Handbook of Research Methods in Health Social Sciences;

Liamputtong, P., Ed.; Springer: Singapore, 2019; pp. 843–860.
99. Hurley, R.E. Qualitative research and the profound grasp of the obvious. Health Serv. Res. 1999, 34, 1119–1136. [PubMed]
100. Foley, G.; Timonen, V. Using Grounded Theory Method to Capture and Analyze Health Care Experiences. Health Serv. Res. 2015,

50, 1195–1210. [CrossRef]
101. Moon, K.; Adams, V.M.; Cooke, B. Shared personal reflections on the need to broaden the scope of conservation social science.

People Nat. 2019, 1, 426–434. [CrossRef]
102. Dörfler, V.; Stierand, M. Bracketing: A phenomenological theory applied through transpersonal reflexivity. J. Organ. Chang.

Manag. 2020, 34, 778–793. [CrossRef]
103. Olmos-Vega, F.M.; Stalmeijer, R.E.; Varpio, L.; Kahlke, R. A practical guide to reflexivity in qualitative research: AMEE Guide

No. 149. Med. Teach. 2022, 45, 1–11. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
104. Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide; Sage Publications Ltd.: London, UK, 2022.
105. Robson, C.; Robson, C. The analysis and interpretation of qualitative data. In Real World Research, 4th ed.; Wiley: Padstow,

UK, 2015.
106. Hoda, R.; Noble, J.; Marshall, S. Using grounded theory to study the human aspects of software engineering. In Human Aspects of

Software Engineering; ACM: New York, NY, USA, 2010; pp. 1–2.
107. Lewis-Beck, M.; Bryman, A.; Futing Liao, T. The SAGE Encyclopedia of Social Science Research Methods; SAGE: Thousand Oaks, CA,

USA, 2004. [CrossRef]
108. Stephens Griffin, N.; Griffin, N. Beyond Meat? Taking Violence Against Non-human Animals Seriously as a Form of Social Harm.

In The Palgrave Handbook of Social Harm; Davies, P., Leighton, P., Wyatt, T., Eds.; Palgrave Studies in Victims and Victimology;
Springer International Publishing: Cham, Switzerland, 2021; pp. 281–310.

109. Ritchie, E.G. Australia’s biodiversity crisis and opportunity. Science 2022, 375, 275. [CrossRef]
110. Hassink, J.; De Bruin, S.R.; Berget, B.; Elings, M. Exploring the Role of Farm Animals in Providing Care at Care Farms. Animals

2017, 7, 45. [CrossRef]
111. Francione, G.L. Animals as Persons: Essays on the Abolition of Animal Exploitation; Columbia University Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2008.
112. Levinson, B.M. The future of research into relationships between people and their animal companions. Int. J. Study Anim. Probl.

1982, 3, 283–294.
113. de Mouzon, C.; Leboucher, G. Multimodal Communication in the Human-Cat Relationship: A Pilot Study. Animals 2023, 13, 1528.

[CrossRef]
114. Altenmüller, E.; Schmidt, S.; Zimmermann, E. The Evolution of Emotional Communication: From Sounds in Nonhuman Mammals to

Speech and Music in Man, 1st ed.; OUP Oxford: Oxford, UK, 2013.
115. Hauser, M.D. The Evolution of Communication; MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 1996.
116. Pepperberg, I.M. Nonhuman and Nonhuman-Human Communication: Some Issues and Questions. Front. Psychol. 2021,

12, 647841. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
117. Hagiwara, M.; Hoffman, B.; Liu, J.-Y.; Cusimano, M.; Effenberger, F.; Zacarian, K. BEANS: The benchmark of animal sounds.

In Proceedings of the ICASSP 2023-2023 IEEE International Conference on Acoustics, Speech and Signal Processing (ICASSP),
Rhodes Island, Greece, 4–10 June 2023; pp. 1–5.

118. Andreas, J.; Begus, G.; Bronstein, M.M.; Diamant, R.; Delaney, D.; Gero, S.; Goldwasser, S.; Gruber, D.F.; de Haas, S.; Malkin, P.;
et al. Toward understanding the communication in sperm whales. iScience 2022, 25, 104393. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

119. Disabato, S.; Canonaco, G.; Flikkema, P.G.; Roveri, M.; Alippi, C. Birdsong Detection at the Edge with Deep Learning. In
Proceedings of the 2021 IEEE International Conference on Smart Computing (SMARTCOMP), Irvine, CA, USA, 23–27 August
2021; pp. 9–16.

120. Fitch, W.T. Animal cognition and the evolution of human language: Why we cannot focus solely on communication. Philos. Trans.
R. Soc. Lond. B Biol. Sci. 2020, 375, 20190046. [CrossRef]

121. Hurford, J.R. The Origins of Meaning: Language in the Light of Evolution; Oxford University Press, Incorporated: Oxford, UK, 2007.
122. Meijer, E. When Animals Speak: Toward an Interspecies Democracy; New York University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2019.
123. Eisen, J. Animals in the constitutional state. Int. J. Const. Law 2017, 15, 909–954. [CrossRef]
124. Epstein, Y.; Bernet Kempers, E. Animals and Nature as Rights Holders in the European Union. Mod. Law Rev. 2023; early view.

[CrossRef]
125. Low, P.; Panksepp, J.; Reiss, D.; Edelman, D.; Van Swinderen, B.; Koch, C. The Cambridge declaration on consciousness. In

Proceedings of the Francis Crick Memorial Conference, Cambridge, UK, 7 July 2012; pp. 1–2.
126. Andersen, S.; Gjerris, M. Closing the gap: The interface between animal law and animal ethics. In Transforming Food Systems:

Ethics, Innovation and Responsibility; Wageningen Academic Publishers: Wageningen, The Netherlands, 2022; pp. 489–494.
127. Holloway, L.; Morris, C. Viewing animal bodies: Truths, practical aesthetics and ethical considerability in UK livestock breeding.

Soc. Cult. Geogr. 2013, 15, 1–22. [CrossRef]
128. Nguyen, A.; Platow, M.J. “I’ll eat meat because that’s what we do”: The role of national norms and national social identification

on meat eating. Appetite 2021, 164, 105287. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10591276
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6773.12275
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10043
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOCM-12-2019-0393
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2022.2057287
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35389310
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412950589
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abn5705
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani7060045
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani13091528
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.647841
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34630194
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2022.104393
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35663036
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2019.0046
https://doi.org/10.1093/icon/mox088
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2230.12816
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2013.851264
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2021.105287
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33930496


Animals 2023, 13, 3271 25 of 26

129. Dhont, K.; Hodson, G. Why do right-wing adherents engage in more animal exploitation and meat consumption? Personal.
Individ. Differ. 2014, 64, 12–17. [CrossRef]

130. Krings, V.C.; Dhont, K.; Salmen, A. The Moral Divide Between High- and Low-Status Animals: The Role of Human Supremacy
Beliefs. Anthrozoös 2021, 34, 787–802. [CrossRef]

131. Leite, A.C.; Dhont, K.; Hodson, G. Longitudinal effects of human supremacy beliefs and vegetarianism threat on moral exclusion
(vs. inclusion) of animals. Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 2019, 49, 179–189. [CrossRef]

132. Herrewijn, L.; De Groeve, B.; Cauberghe, V.; Hudders, L. VR outreach and meat reduction advocacy: The role of presence,
empathic concern and speciesism in predicting meat reduction intentions. Appetite 2021, 166, 105455. [CrossRef]

133. Piazza, J.; Ruby, M.B.; Loughnan, S.; Luong, M.; Kulik, J.; Watkins, H.M.; Seigerman, M. Rationalizing meat consumption. The
4Ns. Appetite 2015, 91, 114–128. [CrossRef]

134. Dhont, K.; Piazza, J.; Hodson, G. The role of meat appetite in willfully disregarding factory farming as a pandemic catalyst risk.
Appetite 2021, 164, 105279. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

135. Matzke, N.J. Science Without Species: Doing Science with Tree-Thinking. In Speciesism in Biology and Culture; Swartz, B., Mishler,
B.D., Eds.; Springer International Publishing: Cham, Switzerland, 2022; pp. 47–61.

136. Swartz, B.; Mishler, B.D. Speciesism, Science, and Society. In Speciesism in Biology and Culture; Swartz, B., Mishler, B.D., Eds.;
Springer International Publishing: Cham, Switzerland, 2022; pp. 3–31.

137. Huber, R.; Panksepp, J.B.; Nathaniel, T.; Alcaro, A.; Panksepp, J. Drug-sensitive reward in crayfish: An invertebrate model system
for the study of SEEKING, reward, addiction, and withdrawal. Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 2011, 35, 1847–1853. [CrossRef]

138. Panksepp, J. The basic emotional circuits of mammalian brains: Do animals have affective lives? Neurosci. Biobehav. Rev. 2011, 35,
1791–1804. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

139. Veit, W.; Browning, H. Phenomenology Applied to Animal Health and Suffering. In Phenomenology of Bioethics: Technoethics and
Lived Experience; Ferrarello, S., Ed.; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2021; pp. 73–88.

140. Veit, W.; Huebner, B. Drawing the boundaries of animal sentience. Anim. Sentience 2020, 5, 13. [CrossRef]
141. Birch, J. Animal sentience and the precautionary principle. Anim. Sentience 2017, 2, 1. [CrossRef]
142. Birch, J. The search for invertebrate consciousness. Nous 2022, 56, 133–153. [CrossRef]
143. Birch, J.; Schnell, A.K.; Clayton, N.S. Dimensions of Animal Consciousness. Trends Cogn. Sci. 2020, 24, 789–801. [CrossRef]
144. Harnad, S. Insentient “cognition”? Anim. Sentience 2023, 8, 2. [CrossRef]
145. Sneddon, L.U.; Lopez-Luna, J.; Wolfenden, D.C.; Leach, M.C.; Valentim, A.M.; Steenbergen, P.J.; Bardine, N.; Currie, A.D.; Broom,

D.M.; Brown, C. Fish sentience denial: Muddying the waters. Anim. Sentience 2018, 3, 1–11. [CrossRef]
146. Taylor, S. Beasts of Burden: Animal and Disability Liberation; The New Press: La Vergne, TN, USA, 2017.
147. Lawson, A.; Beckett, A.E. The social and human rights models of disability: Towards a complementarity thesis. Int. J. Hum. Rights

2020, 25, 348–379. [CrossRef]
148. Abbate, C.E. Valuing animals as they are—Whether they feel it or not. Eur. J. Philos. 2020, 28, 770–788. [CrossRef]
149. Nguyen, H. Tongue-Tied: Breaking the Language Barrier to Animal Liberation; Lantern Books: New York, NY, USA, 2019.
150. Dunayer, J. Animal Equality: Language and Liberation; Ryce Pub.: Derwood, MD, USA, 2001.
151. Plous, S. Psychological Mechanisms in the Human Use of Animals. J. Soc. Issues 1993, 49, 11–52. [CrossRef]
152. Adams, C.J. The war on compassion. In The Carol J. Adams Reader, 1st ed.; Bloomsbury Academic: London, UK, 2016; pp. 3–22.
153. Pedersen, H.J. The Contested Space of Animals in Education: A Response to the “Animal Turn” in Education for Sustainable

Development. Educ. Sci. 2019, 9, 211. [CrossRef]
154. Bastian, B.; Loughnan, S. Resolving the Meat-Paradox: A Motivational Account of Morally Troublesome Behavior and Its

Maintenance. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 2017, 21, 278–299. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
155. Rothgerber, H. Meat-related cognitive dissonance: A conceptual framework for understanding how meat eaters reduce negative

arousal from eating animals. Appetite 2020, 146, 104511. [CrossRef]
156. Franklin, A. Human-nonhuman animal relationships in Australia: An overview of results from the first national survey and

follow-up case studies 2000–2004. Soc. Anim. 2007, 15, 7–27. [CrossRef]
157. Franklin, A. Animals and Modern Cultures: A Sociology of Human–Animal Relations in Modernity; SAGE Publications Ltd.: London,

UK, 1999. [CrossRef]
158. McConnell, A.R.; Paige Lloyd, E.; Humphrey, B.T. We Are Family: Viewing Pets as Family Members Improves Wellbeing.

Anthrozoös 2019, 32, 459–470. [CrossRef]
159. Sutton, Z.; Taylor, N. Between Force and Freedom: Place, Space, and Animals-as-Pet-Commodities. In Vegan Geographies: Spaces

Beyond Violence, Ethics beyond Speciesism; Lantern Books: New York, NY, USA, 2022; pp. 177–198.
160. Ines, M.; Ricci-Bonot, C.; Mills, D.S. My Cat and Me—A Study of Cat Owner Perceptions of Their Bond and Relationship. Animals

2021, 11, 1601. [CrossRef]
161. Andersen, S.S. Proximity: A Levinasian Approach to Justice for Animals; University of Copenhagen: Copenhagen, Danmark, 2015;

SSRN 2622368.
162. Gruen, L.; Jones, R.C. Veganism as an aspiration. In The Moral Complexities of Eating Meat; Oxford University Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2015; pp. 153–171.
163. Gillespie, K. How happy is your meat? Confronting (dis) connectedness in the ‘alternative’meat industry. Brock Rev. 2011, 12,

100–128. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2014.02.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2021.1926712
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2497
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2021.105455
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2015.04.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2021.105279
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33930493
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2010.12.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2011.08.003
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21872619
https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1595
https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1200
https://doi.org/10.1111/nous.12351
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.07.007
https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1780
https://doi.org/10.51291/2377-7478.1317
https://doi.org/10.1080/13642987.2020.1783533
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejop.12521
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1993.tb00907.x
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci9030211
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868316647562
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27207840
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2019.104511
https://doi.org/10.1163/156853007X169315
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446217764
https://doi.org/10.1080/08927936.2019.1621516
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani11061601
https://doi.org/10.26522/br.v12i1.326


Animals 2023, 13, 3271 26 of 26

164. Adams, C.J. The Sexual Politics of Meat—25th Anniversary Edition: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical Theory; Bloomsbury Academic:
New York, NY, USA, 2016.

165. Lapin, a, L.; Leer, J. Carnivorous heterotopias: Gender, nostalgia and hipsterness in the Copenhagen meat scene. Norma 2016, 11,
89–109. [CrossRef]

166. Brooks Pribac, T. Someone not Something: Dismantling the Prejudicial Barrier in Knowing Animals (and the Grief which Follows).
Anim. Stud. J. 2016, 5, 52–77.

167. Abbate, C.E. Meat Eating and Moral Responsibility: Exploring the Moral Distinctions between Meat Eaters and Puppy Torturers.
Utilitas 2020, 32, 398–415. [CrossRef]

168. Charles, N. ‘Animals Just Love You as You Are’: Experiencing Kinship across the Species Barrier. Sociology 2014, 48, 715–730.
[CrossRef]

169. Fox, R.; Gee, N.R. Changing Conceptions of Care. Soc. Anim. 2016, 24, 107–128. [CrossRef]
170. Amiot, C.E.; Bastian, B. Solidarity with Animals: Assessing a Relevant Dimension of Social Identification with Animals. PLoS

ONE 2017, 12, e0168184. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
171. Charles, N.; Davies, C.A. My Family and Other Animals: Pets as Kin. Sociol. Res. Online 2017, 13, 13–26. [CrossRef]
172. Manfredo, M.J.; Urquiza-Haas, E.G.; Don Carlos, A.W.; Bruskotter, J.T.; Dietsch, A.M. How anthropomorphism is changing the

social context of modern wildlife conservation. Biol. Conserv. 2020, 241, 108297. [CrossRef]
173. Beggs, T.; Anderson, J. A Farm Sanctuary Tour’s Effects On Intentions And Diet Change; Faunalytics: Olympia, WA, USA, 2020.
174. Irwin, A.L. Eco-Art Therapy on a Farm Sanctuary: The Creative Process as a Guide for Holistic Interspecies Healing. Master’s

Thesis, Pratt Institute, Brooklyn, NY, USA, 2020.
175. Rosenfeld, C. Slithering Stories We Live By: Animal Educators’ Construction and Enactment of Positive Snake Narratives. Soc.

Anim. 2021, 31, 1–18. [CrossRef]
176. Schötz, S. Domestic Cat Intra-and Interspecific Vocal Communication. In Kieler Forschungen zur Sprachwissenschaft: An den Rändern

der Sprache; Peter Lang Publishing Group: New York, NY, USA, 2020; pp. 391–410.
177. Schötz, S.; van de Weijer, J.; Eklund, R. Melody matters: An acoustic study of domestic cat meows in six contexts and four mental

states. PeerJ Preprints 2019, 7, e27926v27921. [CrossRef]
178. Nottle, C.; Young, J. Individuals, instinct and moralities: Exploring multi-species leisure using the serious leisure perspective.

Leis. Stud. 2019, 38, 303–316. [CrossRef]
179. Albuquerque, N.; Guo, K.; Wilkinson, A.; Savalli, C.; Otta, E.; Mills, D. Dogs recognize dog and human emotions. Biol. Lett. 2016,

12, 20150883. [CrossRef]
180. D’Aniello, B.; Scandurra, A.; Alterisio, A.; Valsecchi, P.; Prato-Previde, E. The importance of gestural communication: A study of

human-dog communication using incongruent information. Anim. Cogn. 2016, 19, 1231–1235. [CrossRef]
181. Ito, Y.; Watanabe, A.; Takagi, S.; Arahori, M.; Saito, A. Cats Beg for Food from the Human Who Looks at and Calls to Them:

Ability to Understand Humans’ Attentional States. Psychologia 2016, 59, 112–120. [CrossRef]
182. Prato-Previde, E.; Cannas, S.; Palestrini, C.; Ingraffia, S.; Battini, M.; Ludovico, L.A.; Ntalampiras, S.; Presti, G.; Mattiello, S.

What’s in a Meow? A Study on Human Classification and Interpretation of Domestic Cat Vocalizations. Animals 2020, 10, 2390.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

183. Schötz, S. The Secret Language of Cats: How to Understand Your Cat for a Better, Happier Relationship; HarperCollins Publishers: New
York, NY, USA, 2018.

184. White, S. Companion Animals, Natural Disasters and the Law: An Australian Perspective. Animals 2012, 2, 380–394. [CrossRef]
185. White, S. Companion animals: Members of the family or legally discarded objects. UNSWLJ 2009, 32, 852.
186. Benz-Schwarzburg, J.; Monso, S.; Huber, L. How Dogs Perceive Humans and How Humans Should Treat Their Pet Dogs: Linking

Cognition With Ethics. Front. Psychol. 2020, 11, 584037. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
187. Horowitz, A. Considering the "Dog" in Dog-Human Interaction. Front. Vet. Sci. 2021, 8, 642821. [CrossRef]
188. Meijer, E. Sanctuary Politics and the Borders of the Demos: A Comparison of Human and Nonhuman Animal Sanctuaries. Krisis

J. Contemp. Philos. 2021, 41, 35–48. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1080/18902138.2016.1184479
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0953820820000072
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038513515353
https://doi.org/10.1163/15685306-12341397
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0168184
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28045909
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.1798
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2019.108297
https://doi.org/10.1163/15685306-bja10061
https://doi.org/10.7287/peerj.preprints.27926v1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2019.1572777
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2015.0883
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10071-016-1010-5
https://doi.org/10.2117/psysoc.2016.112
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani10122390
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33327613
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani2030380
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.584037
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33391102
https://doi.org/10.3389/fvets.2021.642821
https://doi.org/10.21827/krisis.41.2.37174

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Interview Participants 
	Interview Procedure 
	Data Analysis 

	Results 
	The Animal Voice and the Role of Human Language in Shaping Perceptions 
	Animals Do/Do Not Have a Voice 
	Human Language Creates Realities and Paradigms 
	Let Animals Speak 


	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

