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4 Introduction 

that unforgettable joint birthday. There they all were, our child selves 
and these long-gone animals, together in the old albums that passed into 
my hands when my parents died. 

Animals were so there as part of the woof and web of childhood, in-
cluding my own, that I had never noticed them. Neither had most other 
scholars, I discovered, while searching in vain through child develop-
ment textbooks for an index entry under "pets" or "animals: relation-
ships with." A trek through the abstracts of research studies yielded little 
more pay dirt. 

A handful of psychologists, veterinarians, animal behavior special-
ists, and therapists was turning to what they called "the human-animal 
bond" and its effects on adjustment and well-being, but their focus was 
mainly on the second half of life, not the first few decades. The results of 
that work, however, were startling. An animal behaviorist, Alan Beck, 
and a child psychiatrist, Aaron Katcher, had teamed up to demonstrate 
that "the touch-talk dialogue we establish with pets" reduces stress, low-
ers blood pressure, and promotes relaxation. Even passive observation 
of animals had stress-reducing benefits. Simply watching, for no more 
than ten minutes, tropical fish swimming in an aquarium proved to be as 
effective as hypnosis in reducing the anxiety and discomfort of adult pa-
tients about to undergo dental surgery. Other studies documented de-
creased cardiovascular reactivity among adult women in the presence of 
their pets and improved survival following a heart attack for pet owners, 
compared to non-pet-owning adults.1 Contact with companion animals 
was emerging as a significant source of support and well-being for 
adults. 

These findings raised questions about children's development. 
Might these benefits apply to children as well? Could animals be even 
more important for children's lives than for those of adults? Are animals 
significant for children only when kids are stressed? What other roles 
might they play? These questions prompted others, opening a new ter-
rain of exploration, the animal world of children. 

My goal in the following pages is to chart this new terrain in the 
study of children. I propose a "biocentric" view of development, one 
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that recognizes the pervasiveness of real and symbolic animals in chil-
dren's lives. 2 I argue that the study of children has been largely 
"humanocentric," assuming that only human relationships-with par-
ents, siblings, relatives, friends, teachers, other children-are conse-
quential for development.3 This humanocentric perspective on develop-
ment is at best a seriously incomplete portrait of the ecology of children. 
At worst, it misses potentially significant influences on children's devel-
opment. By contrast, the biocentric view assumes that animal presence 
in all its forms merits neither facile sentimentalizing nor quick dismissal, 
but serious investigation. Because scholars are just now venturing into 
this new terrain, many fundamental questions remain unanswered. 
Even basic descriptive information about children's daily lives with their 
pets or contacts with other animals is incomplete. The terrain of a 
biocentric account of childhood is largely unmapped, with only a few 
landmarks sketched in. This book, I hope, will raise questions, stimulate 
research, and thus begin to fill in the map. As befits a new area of in-
quhy, I see my task as hypothesis generating rather than hypothesis 
testing. 

Chapter 1 documents how theory and research on children's devel-
opment have ignored animals and suggests ways in which attention to 
children's animal connections recasts many issues in social and cognitive 
development, among them the formation of attachments to others, the 
development of ideas about the social and nonsocial world, and moral 
reasoning. Chapter 2 traces the evolution of petkeeping, domestication 
of animals, and changes in the family that together have made children 
intimate partners with the animals who reside with them. Chapter 3 fo-
cuses on the emotional bond between child and pet. I suggest that this 
bond shares many of the same features as children's significant ties with 
humans-reassurance, support, and the "contact comfort" of touch, for 
example. I also explore those qualities of children's relationships with 
their pets that are distinctive-an emphasis on sensory, nonverbal com-
munication, the experience of nurturing a dependent being different 
from oneself, a nonevaluative, in-the-present availability. Chapter 4 goes 
into the classroom, home, yard, park, and zoo to ask what children might 
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6 Introduction 

be absorbing from observing and interacting with living animals. From 
this perspective, animals are rich lodes of information for children about 
fundamental cognitive puzzles-how living beings and inanimate ob-
jects differ, how one can try to know other minds, how one is connected 
to other species. These issues carry moral and ethical urgency as well. 
Chapter 5 considers therapies for troubled children that incorporate 
contact with animals and nature. I assess the potential of-and the un-
answered questions about-using animals to treat a wide range of prob-
lems, from extreme shyness to hyperactivity, to learning disabilities. 
Chapter 6 considers animals as symbols, both as offered up by adults for 
children and as products of children's imagination. I suggest that young 
children use monsters, dragons, teddy bears, and creatures great and 
small to explore, clarify, and reflect different facets of the child's sense 
of self. Chapter 7 examines the troubled side. of the child-animal rela-
tionship-children's mistreatment of animals; possible links between 
animal abuse and family violence, and animal neglect and abandonment. 
These issues illustrate that, notwithstanding popular imagery of mutual 
devotion between child and creature, there is no single master narrative 
that can capture the complexity of children's relationships to other spe-
cies, whether pets, wild animals, or domestic farm animals. Children of-
ten reflect society's ambivalent and contradictory messages about hu-
man and humane treatment of other species. Finally, Chapter 8 
sketches a research, teaching, and program agenda based on a 
biocentric perspective for studying children's development and enrich-
ing their lives. It focuses on deepening and shaping rather than discour-
aging children"s intuitive affinity for other forms of life. 

1 
Animals and the Study 

of Children 

Scholars of child development have traditionally had little to say about 
animals' presence in children's lives and what that might mean for their 
development. Many of the more influential accounts simply ignore the 
issue. Consider cognitive development. Jean Piaget, the great Swiss ob-
server of children, wrote voluminously about how children come to un-
derstand the world around them. Early childhood, before age seven, lay 
in the grip of what Piaget called animism, the belief that inanimate ob-
jects are as alive as animate things. Therefore, in his view, distinctive ex-
periences with animals were impossible until children's thought pro-
cesses matured and became. more rational and logical. 

Relationship-focused scholars of child development might have 
been expected to provide more insight into the child-animal connection, 
yet influential theorists in this area have likewise ignored it. A good ex-
ample is John Bowlby, the British psychiatrist who developed attach-
ment theory. More than fifty years ago, his observations of the grief, 
withdrawal, depression, and even death of hospitalized infants who had 
been separated from their mothers sensitized psychologists to the im-
portance of early bonds. When young children can rely on a responsive 
caregiver for reassurance when upset or stressed, they derive a sense of 
security and well-being that is essential to the ability to thrive. 
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12 Animals and the Study of Children 

Freud and some other psychoanalytically oriented scholars at least 
took note of children's fascination with animals. Freud himself was 
struck by how frequently animals appeared in the dreams of children. 
For him, animal figures represented projections of powerful adults, usu-
ally parents, who were too threatening to the child to pop up undis-
guised in the dream world. From a psychoanalytic point of view, chil-
dren and animals shared a natural kinship, since biological urges not 
subject to human reason held sway over both of them.6 Even more than 
Freud, Jung stressed that animal symbols often expressed facets of the 
self, an insight that self psychologists missed. One Jungian psychologist 
stated: "The Self is often symbolized as an animal, representing our in-
stinctive nature and its connectedness with one's surroundings. (That is 
why there are so many helpful animals in myths and fairy tales.)"7 

Such was the frequency of animal imagery in children's dreams and 
associations that psychoanalytically oriented psychologists developed 
projective tests using animal images for children and even for the pur-
ported "inner child" of adult patients. The psychoanalytic gloss of ani-
mals as instinct was overly narrow, however. It cut off investigation into 
a wider range of developmental needs, serving ego and superego, not 
just id, that animal themes and characters in dreams, play, fantasies, and 
stories might address. Curiously, psychoanalytic emphasis on animal 
symbolism did not lead to any attempts to decipher the multiple mean-
ings of real pets and other living animals for children. 

In short, children's ties to animals seem to have slipped below the 
radar screens of almost all scholars of child development. At the same 
time, a few pioneering therapists were reporting startling results about 
the power of animals to affect emotionally troubled children. Boris 
Levinson, in his 1969 classic, Pet-Oriented Psychothempy, and a few 
years later, in Pets and Human Development, described how the pres-
ence of a friendly dog in a therapy session helped create a safe environ-
ment within which highly withdrawn children began to respond to 
someone outside themselves. The nascent field of therapeutic horseback 
riding was showing how children with disabilities improved balance and 
coordination and gained feelings of self-confidence and mastery behind 
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the :eins of a horse. Testimonials were proliferating attesting to the dra-
matic benefits of assistance dogs for children with hearing, sight, or mo-
bility impairments. 

A few researchers, impressed with these accounts and with findings 
on the power of animals to be stress reducers for adults, set out to dem-
onstrate that animals could calm children. In a series of studies Erika 
Friedmann, James Lynch, Aaron Katcher, and Alan Beck that 

with adults, children's blood pressure decreased in the company 
fnendly dog.' Such intriguing results inspired a small band of scholars to 
explore _the child-pet relationship more broadly. Their work began to 
appear in academic journals, conference proceedings, and therapists' 
case reports. 

Meanwhile, new perspectives on children's development were creat-
ing more fertile ground for considering the significance of animals. Cog-
mllve psychology was challenging Piaget's account of animism by uncov-
ering a child's "nai've biology," a core domain of knowledge about living 
things. Its first glimmers are discernible in infancy, and by the preschool 
years, far earlier than Piaget had thought, this knowledge base, particu-
larly about animals, already is well established.' From ages four to ten, 
children continue to refine their reasoning about the biological ro-
cesses underlying "alive" versus "dead" and "inanimate" (never 
"animal" versus ''human" and nonanimal thing. This early and progres-

accurate cognitive mapping of animals raises further ques-
tions: Besides cognitive maturation, what influences children's "nai've bi-
ology"? How does children's involvemedt with real animals-observing, 
touching, caring for, talking to them-contribute to biological knowl-
edge? How do children use their "n:iive biology" to make sense not only 
of animals, but of their own aliveness? And conversely, how do children 
apply understanding of themselves and other humans as living entities 
to the puzzle of distinguishing and understanding other species? 
. In recent years, evolutionary biology has been prompting psycholo-

gists to ask about the evolutionary basis for human behavior. The co-
evolution of modem humans, not just alongside but interdependently 
with ammal and plant species, makes it probable that built into the hu-
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14 Anlmals and the Study of Children 

man psyche are interest in, use of, and feelings about animals. From this 
perspective, interspecies relations may be just as fundamental a bmld-
ing-block of human development as intraspecies ties. Petkeepmg, ap-
parently universal among human groups and so old it coevolved with 
modem humans, is intriguing. While the reproductive advantages that 
pets enjoy from the arrangement seem clear-protection from preda-
tors, diseases, and the elements-the payoffs for humans are less obvi-
ous. Might pets provide children with experiences that would .benefit 
them developmentally? As we shall see, children show strong mterest 
not just in their pets but in domesticated farm animals, wild animals, 
and animal representations as well. What might be the evolutionary ba-
sis for such behavior? 

New computer-aided technologies are joining with robotics to make 
us rethink fundamental assumptions about human-nonhuman interac-
tions. Plush animals with sophisticated computers embedded in them, 
called personal embodied agents or relational artifacts, are capable of re-
markable responsiveness. ActiMates Barney, the Furby, Tama, AIBO, 
and Tamagotchi are likely to be joined by ever more sophisticated 
"agents" that further blur the lines between animate beings and 
mate things. Virtual pets are proliferating, and children are developmg 
relationships with these "creatures." Research has yet to catch up with 
this exploding market. However, early findings make clear that children 
form emotional attachments to their virtual pets. One five-year-old said 
about her Furby: 'Well, I love it. It's more alive ... because it sleeps 
with me. It likes to sleep with me."10 If we learn more about children's 
interactions with real pets and other real animals, as well as children's 
use of animal symbols, we should be better able to understand this 
emerging domain of robotic pets. We then may have the tools to 
influence the development of this technology in directions that benefit 
children. 

About a decade ago, with colleagues and students I began to study 
children's ties to their pets and the meaning of those relationships for 
their development. Over the ensuing years we interviewed children and 
their parents, queried teachers, and observed children and their pets at 
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home, in parks, and at playgrounds. We scanned national surveys of par-
ents and children for overlooked information about pets and their 
significance for families. The search took us back to earlier psychological 
studies for hints of animals' impact on the lives of children. We also be-
gan to examine evidence of how children were responding to the wide 
range of "up close" animal contacts in their daily lives-bees circling a 
picnic lunch, squirrels, chipmunks, rabbits, and birds in the backyard, 
spiders spinning by the back door. We considered children's ideas about 
animals. For example, how do children develop an understanding of 
"animal" as a category, of mammals versus reptiles, and of species of 
mammals? How are children framing the moral claims of animals (or 
lack thereof)? Does the development of moral reasoning about others 
encompass nonhumans? 

Decoding the symbolic roles that animal characters play required a 
fresh look at children's picture books, stories, and school readers, many 
of which are tales told by and about animal characters. Folklorists have 
long viewed animal tales as vehicles to convey a culture's ideas about re-
lationships, botl1 among humans and between humans and animals. An-
thropologists-notably the French scholar Claude Levi-Strauss-have 
documented animal symbolism permeating traditional cultures of North 
and South America, Australia, Africa, and Asia. In a landmark study of 
totemism, Levi-Strauss claimed that for traditional cultures around tl1e 
world, "animals are good to think."n By this he memt that animal spe-
cies and behaviors functioned as a symb9l system that mapped onto hu-
man actions and emotions and made them intelligible. This insight, if 
applied to children's development, suggests that animals may function 
as a meaning system through which children maim sense of both tliem-
selves and surrounding environments. ._J 

Therapists have been exploring the healing potential of animals 
for children with emotional and physical problems. Treatment pro-
grams like Green Chimneys Children's Services, in New York State, and 
the Devereux Foundation, in Pennsylvania, are models for infusing 
animals throughout the therapeutic process. A close examination of 
animals as healing "partners," however, reveals a complex, as yet poorly 
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16 Animals and the Study of Children 

understood dynamic. Animals in the therapeutic milieu, like children's 
"naive biology," family bonds with pets, or animal storybook characters, 
raise further questions about animals as significant developmental 
influences. 

In open-ended, in-depth interviews, many pet-owning children 
spoke with deep feeling about what animals mean in their lives. We _also 
talked to parents and teachers, to child therapists, social workers, animal 
shelter workers, veterinarians, pet store owners, children's zoo direc-
tors-all those whose work and lives make them keen observers of what 
animals mean to children. 

These sources-interviews, research studies, therapists' reports, sto-
ries for and by children provide the basis for this book and its simple ar-
gument that expanding our understanding of children to encompass 
their contacts with nonhuman living forms, especially animals, can illu-
minate important questions about development. Although we do not 
have the answers to most of these questions, asking them is a crucial first 
step toward a broader and more accurate picture of children. How do 
children understand different ways of being alive? How do their en-
counters with distinct forms of life affect their comprehension of what 
life is, what being human is, and what comprises their own selves? How 
do encounters with animals affect developing capacities for empathy 
and sympathy? Does moral reasoning reach across species lines? 
that reach affect judgments about morality toward humans? Are the ties 
that children form with pets reducible to proxies for human relation-
ships, like sibling, friend, or parent? Do ties with animals 
substitute for, or amplify human bonds? Might animals provide children 

experiences not readily available from fellow humans? 
.J.i · . ·The ties that children forge with their pets are often among the most 

significant bonds of childhood, as deeply affecting as those with parents, 
siblings, and friends. Like parents or grandparents, children's pets can 
give them feelings of being loved, reassure them in times of stress, coun-
teract loneliness, and provide emotional support. Like siblings, animals 
can be at-home play companions, or afterschool company in an empty 
house. Like friends, pets can be confidants, keepers of secrets, and 

Animals and the Study of Children 17 

members in good standing of what psychologist William Corsaro calls 
"children's peer culture."12 

In other respects, of course, children's experiences with animals dif-
fer from those with humans. Animals enact the dramas of birth and 
death in a visible, accessible way at a time when these human events are 
hidden from children. Unlike humans, familiar, friendly pets are social 
partners who tend to induce physiological relaxation, making new situa-
tions foss stressful and more approachable. Animals are especially effec-
tive bndges to other children and to adults. Since cross-species commu-
nication is nonverbal, at least in one direction, children face particular 
challenges in decoding body motion, gesture, and sound. An animal 
pushes a child to recognize the distinct subjectivity of a being who 
moves and communicates in ways very different from those of the child. 

Because pets live in at least 75 percent of all American households 
with and are the only family members who never grow up, they 
function as a potential training ground for learning about nurturing oth-
ers. Unlike caregiving to babies, young children, or dependent adults, 
pet care is gender-neutral, not associated with what versus fe-
males should do. As Alan Beck and Aaron Katcher put it, "A pet may be 
the only being that a man, trained in the macho code, can touch with 
affection. "13 

As the only household members usually smaller and less powerful 
than the child, pets can also provide a context for playing out themes of 
po"'.er and domination. The "one-down" position of a pet as the only 
family member whom a child owns, coupled with the animal's constant 
presence and apparent responsiveness, makes it an ideal "transitional 
object," a being who can represent a child's wishes without fear of con-
tradiction.14 If, as Karl Menninger argued, all relationships are ambiva-
lent, then children's ties to their pets will reflect the same rich stew of 

served up in children's relationships with parents, siblings, or 
fnends. Pets challenge children to temper the role of master with kind-
ness, to blend domination with solicitude. Few relationships of child-
hood require this same balancing act; perhaps the role of older sibling 
comes closest. 
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18 Animals and the Study of Ch!ldren 

Kindness---0r cruelty-toward animals has long been seen as a lit-
mus test of a child's character. Contemporary research, however, has 
failed to turn up evidence that kindness or cruelly to animals causes chil-
dren to act in parallel fashion toward other people. Rather, psychologists 
like Frank Ascione, of Utah State Universily, an authorily on children's 
cruelly toward animals, view repeated, extreme, and intentional cru-
elly-seen in only a small percentage of those who ever mistreat an ani-
mal-as an early warning of psychological disturbance. The far more 
common casual mistreatment, indifference, or occasional neglect does 
not seem to be diagnostic. Equally unclear, and in urgent need of re-
search, is the connection, if any, between children's concern for animal 
well-being-their active doing of good for animals, as distinct from re-
fraining from harming them-and their prosocial behavior toward 
humans.15 

TI1e links between treatment of animals and other people emerge, 
on closer examination, as far from simple and linear. In many countries, 
institutionalized cruelly toward animals-bullfights, cockfights--co-
exists with relatively low rates of violence toward humans. Similarly, cul-
turally mandated kindness toward animals can be paired with vicious de-
struction of fellow humans, as the stringent Nazi animal protection laws 
attest. 16 

In stories, television, movies, video games, and ads, not to mention 
children's dreams and fantasies, animals are a ready cast of characters 
through which children explore facets of themselves--the wild beast, 
the cunning fox, the faithful dog, the huge and toothsome dinosaur. Be-
cause adults create them, these symbolic images are also a window into a 
culture's ideas about children and animals and how they are related. 
The subtext of animal images is replete with "boundary issues" about 
human-animal distinctiveness, with ethical implications for animal wel-
fare, animal rights, and ecological consciousness. 17 

For at least the last hundred years, American cultural images weave 
together child and animal into the same cloth. Like animals, children 
represent the wild and unsocialized in the midst of the "civilized" family. 
Like pets, who are unb1idled by social conventions, babies' messy 
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instinctual life of ingestion and elimination is on public display. From 
the vantage point of the verbal adult, babies and pets share the same 
vocabulary of nonverbal communication, the language Of gesture, grunt, 
and howl. Like the puppy to be housebroken and trained, the human 
baby must rein in unchecked impulses to learn the rules of human 
sociely and earn a place at (or, in the dog's case, under) the family din-
ner table. 

Historically, relationships between adults and children and between 
adults and pets have changed in similar ways.18 Both have lost their utili-
tarian functions to become sentimental objects of affection. Both (often 
juxtaposed) have become shorthand markers of warmth, domesticily, 
and approachabilily. Inserted into ads and movies, they say "cute," 
"small," "needy," and "safe." In 1999, when Mercedes-Benz wanted a vi-
sual image to convey the loyally and devotion the car company inspired 
in its customers, it enlarged a photograph of a young boy cradling his 
puppy, slapped a single-word caption-loyally-under it and took out 
full-page ads in major publications like the New York Times. 

Is the link between children and animals solely a cultural creation? 
Are adults imposing their fantasies of the childlike pet and the animal-
like child? Because we associate children with pets and other small ani-
mals, are we imagining a special kinship and then making it real by 
filling children's lives with pets, stuffed animals, animal picture books, 
and trips to the zoo? ls the apparent fascination of many children with 
all things animal simply proof of their cultural conditioning? 

I argue that many cultures, including cnir own, are elaborating a nat-
ural attraction children have to animals. The biophilia hypothesis, first 
advanced by the biologist E. 0. Wilson, suggests that a predisposition to 
attune to animals and other living things is part of the human evolution-
ary heritage, a product of our coevolution as omnivores with the animals 
and plants on which our survival depends.19 Biophilia depicts children as 
born assuming a connection with other living things. The emotions and 
personalities of animals, real and symbolic, are immediate to children in 
the same way that the emotions and personalities of people are. Because 
of this, animals enter the drama of a child's life in direct and powerful 
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20 Animals and the Study of Children 

ways. Children readily access animals as material in the development of 
a sense of self. Every human child begins life situated in what adults call 
"the animal world." As Freud put it in his 1913 essay, Totem and Taboo, 
denying human bonds with animals "is still as foreign to the child as it is 
to the savage or to primitive man. "20 

Many cultures recognize the affinity of children for animals and 
build on it images that link children to animals. At the same time, chil-
dren in West,;'m .cultures gradually absorb a worldview of humans as 
radically distinct from and superior to other species, the human as "top 
dog" on the evolutionary chain of being. What one scholar calls "the cat-
egorically human self" emerges-a strict division between human attrib-
utes and often negatively valued animal characteristics.21 

This belief is nowhere better articulated than by Sarah Trimmer, 
whose school text, Fabulous Histories: Designed for the Instruction of 
Children Respecting Their Tredtment of Animals, was in every classroom 
in England throughout the nineteenth century: 

The world we live in seems to have been principally designed for 
the use and comfort of mankind, who, by the Divine appointment, 
have dominion over the inferior creatures ... Some creatures have 
nothing to give us but their own bodies; these have been expressly 
destined by the Supreme Governor as food for mankind ... These 
we have an undoubted right t.o kill, but should make their short 
lives as comfortable as possible. Other creatures seem to be of no 
particular use to mankind, but ... senre to furnish our minds with 
contemplations on the wisdom, power and goodness of God, and to 
exhilarate our spirits by their cheerfulness.22 

Cultural messages are considerably more complex than an initial fu-
sion of child with animal, followed by a simple assertion of human supe-
riority at the pinnacle of the evolutionary ladder. Children grapple with 
a complicated, often contradictory, mix of social codes governing ani-
mals and their treatment. There are creatures incorporated as family 
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members, stamped out as pests, saved from extinction, and ground into 
Big Macs. The result is that children often mirror societal unease with 
culturally sanctioned uses of animals. If we wish to redefine those uses 
and recast them in more ecologically responsible terms, children's rela-
tionships with animals may be the place to begin. 
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34 Reachlni;i across the Divide 

Piecing together an accurate picture of pet ownership rates and the 
factors that influence them is difficult. A range ofhard-to-pin'down atti-
tudes comes into play in predicting if, when, and which pets are ac-
quired: parents' feelings about their o":"' childhood experiences, their 
assessments of what they think their children ne".d, the balance of their 
other responsibilities, and costs. Nonetheless, de;;pite varifl;tlons stem-
ming from many family and child characteristics, existing demographic 
data on pet ownership translate into a single startling fact:formany chil-
dren in contemporary America, pets are more likely to be part of growing 
up than are siblings or fathers. The percentage of children likely to be 
living with one or more pets sometime between birth and adulthood is 
estimated to be as high as 90 percent. 48 

These astonishingly high rates become less surprising when we con-
sider parents' motives for getting pets. Mothers and fathers typically re-
port getting a pet "for the children." Most parents, including those v.ho • 
do not have animals, believe that pets are good for children. Sometimes 
it sounds as if parents are enlisting pets as fur-clad nannies. Surveys of-
fer up recurring themes: pets teach responsibility, provide companion-
ship and love, and help teach a child how to care for others. Many par-
ents view pets as linking their child to the natural environment and 
teaching them ecological awareness and sensitivity. One father of two 
wistfully recounted to me his own childhood visits to his grandparents' 
farm: "I think there is soIT:ething about this circle of life that we miss out 
on in being away and isolated from animals, and so having a pet doesn·t 
replace country life, in terms of being closer to nature, but at least it 
brings a little back; so, in a way, it is a connection." 

Parents believe that the lessons pets teach grow more relevant as 
young children toddle out of infancy toward greater independence and 
higher expectations.49 This feeling is most deeply held by adults who 
themselves had pets as children. 50 In general, petkeeping tends to repro-
duce itself; children who have pets grow up to be adults who become 
pet owners. 51 Yet even those with no childhood history of petkeeping of-
ten subscribe to the belief that pets are part of the optimal environment 
for children that the "good parent" should aim to provide. Popular opin-
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ion and popular culture conjoin to reinforce the linkage between chil-
dren and pets, especially dogs and cats. The iconography of advertising 
pairs a towheaded, freckled young tyke with a Golden Retriever or Lab, 
as talisman of safety, security, and allrightness. 

Pets as Children, Children as Pets 

N eoteny brings about a physiological and behavioral resemblance be-
tween children and domesticated animals. The association of children 
and pets has strong historical and intellectual underpinnings as well. 
The term "pet" itself first applied to the indulged, spoiled child. By the 
sixteenth century, the word had migrated to other small, childlike crea-
tures such as cats, dogs, and young farm animals. 52 In a worldview tl1at 
radically separates humans from nonhumans, and rationality from 
animality, both children and pets straddle .this great divide. Each is seen 
as not quite human and not quite animal. Pets are the humanized ani-
mals, the tame ones bracketed off from the wild, bred over generations 
to exist only in a human milieu. Children are the animal human, the in-
stinctual, untamed substrate that humanity shares with other species. As 
Leslie Fielder remarked, "Children are uncertain whether they are 
beasts or men: little animals more like their pets than their parents."53 

Children's essential animality has sometimes been viewed as prob-
lematic; at other times the animal nature of children has been idealized. 
The equation of child with animal remains .. From Freud's perspective, 
animality governs the infant and young child through the insistent 
drumbeat of id. The core challenge of socialization is to channel these 
"animal" urges toward human, civilizing ends. As Georges Bataille 
asked: 'What are children if not animals becoming human?"55 The Ro-
mantic era's notion of children as noble savages put a different cultural 
spin on the child as animal. As expressed by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the 
child is in a state of nature and thereby innocent and good, as are other 
creatures of the wild, untainted by the selfishness and competition of 
civilization. Young children initially exist with beasts in a natural har-
mony. The strictures of human society inevitably wefjn them from this 
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Eden. This view saturates Romantic era paintings, which portray plump, 
ripe children with equally scrumptious young mammals as the bounty of 
a beneficent nature. A good example is John Thomas Peele's The Pet 
(1853), which features a pampered, ribbon-bedecked cat snuggled in 
the arms of an angelic little girl, while another cat laps milk at her feet. 
Another favorite Romantic theme, with echoes that reverberate today, 
was the exuberant roughhousing that young male humans were assumed 
to share naturally with animals. In the painting Children at Play in a 
Barn, by Platt Powell Rider (undated), a horse and spotted dog look on 
as four boys romp around a haycart.56 

All I Want for Christmas 

Although assumptions of children's animality and pets' humanity swirl 
in the cultural backdrop, parents also react to the messages they get 
from children themselves. Children put pets high on their wish lists, al-
most from the age when they can make one. Interviews with children 
who don't have pets, from preschoolers through adolescents in Mon-
treal, in the Greater San Francisco Bay area, and around Syracuse, New 
York, reveal a nearly universal yearning for one.57 Many children report 
variations on my own childhood experience. When I was about eight and 
my younger sister five and a half, she took to loud public prayer sessions 
in the middle of the driveway, a narrow strip of blacktop hemmed in 
with modest two-family "doubledeckers." She would call upon the Al-
mighty Deity to grant us the little dog that our heartless parents stead-
fastly refused to get. I was mildly embarrassed but not yet the cynic; a 
small part of me thought the strategy just might work. We all became 
true believers when, a few days later, a small blonde creature named 
Trixie (exactly what we had wordlessly ordered) wandered into the 
driveway, just as my sister was winding up for another appeal. (Yes, we 
did get to keep her.) 

Children's pleas and parents' conviction that pets are naturally 
beneficial for their children's development converge to produce dispro-
portionately high rates of pet ownership in families with children. Un-
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fortunately, cute and fluffy baby animals tend to be impulse gifts for 
children. On the heels of the popular Disney movie A Hundred and One 
Dalmatians, Dalmatian puppies-unsuitable as pets for most young 
children-appeared in thousands of U.S. households, prompting hu-
mane societies to launch a public-relations campaign to discourage the 
purchases. Bunny rabbits and chicks pop up in families each Easter as 
regularly as daffodils and with about as long a season. According to many 
<'If the humane society professionals I've talked with, a few weeks later, 
unwanted auimals appear at the doorstep of humane shelters. · 

We Are Family 

What happens once pets become part of a human household with chil-
dren? Given the wide range of species kept as pets, the varied circum-
stances under which they are kept, and, most of all, the unique dynamics 
of each family, there is no single or simple answer to this question. One 
family may keep a guard dog chained outside; another may set a place at 
the dinner. table for their parakeet; a third might decorate the living 
room with a few goldfish swimming in a bowl. Considering such vaiiabil-
ity, it's striking that so many children and adults affirm that pets are full-
fledged family members. Typical are the responses from a random sam-
ple of households in Providence, Rhode Island, contacted in 1985: 80 

,yercent of the pet owners identified their pet as a "very important" 
member of the household.58 Mai1y farl)ilies celebrated tl1e IDimal's 
birthday, displayed its picture framed next to those of the human family 
members, carried the pet's photo in their wallets, and took their pets 
along to visit relatives and friends. In a 1997 national survey, 66 percent 
of U.S. dog owners, 54 percent of cat owners, 54 percent of bird owners, 
md nearly half of all owners of "pocket pets" such as gerbils and guinea 
pigs gave birthday, Christmas, or "just because I love you" presents to 
their animals. (One quarter of all fish owners and reptile owners did the 
same.) 

In my interviews with children and their parents, the term "part of 
the family" is a familiar refrain. In fact most children I've talked with 
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38 Reaching across the Divide 

tend to look surprised and somewhat offended at the question, as if I 
were raising the scandalous possibility that their pet was not "family." 
Children, no less than their elders, use the language of family relation-
ships to talk about their pets. Unlike many adults .who sheepishly refer 
to their pets as "my baby" or "my child," as if confessing to a social fail-

children employ the lexicon of family with matter-of-fact aplomb to ure, £ 
describe their pets. When we ask children to draw pictures of their am-
ily, they invariably color in their pets, often front and center. . . 

When we tune our ears to the pet leitmotif running through families 
we hear both bits and pieces of familiar melodies and strains of new mu-
sic. Pets readily get drafted as players in the drama of family dynamics, 
reflecting within the microcosm of the individual family the human ten-
dency to treat animals as kin. At the same time, bonds with pets_ are not 
simply substitutes for human relationships. Pets bnng somethmg new 
into the fabric of the family. This mixture of sameness and difference 
makes the relationship with pets unique, one that may compensate for a 
missing or inadequate social tie, may augment qualities already existing 
in human relationships, or may affect children's development in ways 
not reducible to the impact of human bonds. 

Babyface Pets as Babies 

Even before there are offspring, a pet may become the indulged child of 
a young couple, the practice baby before the real thing Neote_ny 
ensures that the most common pets-dogs, cats, guinea pigs, gerbils, 
hamsters, birds-retain the same "babyface" cuteness that human ba-
bies and young children exude. According to ethologists, this ete".'al 
childlike quality is an "innate releasing mechanism," bred by 
to pull our heartstrings, make us smile, and jump-start our caregivmg 
impulses. In this way, many pets share with hum".'.' ".'.'d young 
children the same physiological signals that push parentmg buttcns, 
and buttress our association of pets with children. 

Like older children, animals can feel displaced and jealous (while 
their owners feel guilty) when the arrival of a human baby abruptly 

Reaching across the Divide 39 

ratchets pets down a notch in the parents' affection hierarchy. As one 
young mother confessed: "After Mandy was born, I'd say I spend about 
one tenth as much time with the dog. Before she was born, Foxy was our 
baby. I do think it's hard for him to accept."59 

When our first child, Sara, arrived, our large black cat, Max, elo-
quently played out a similar displacement drama. During the months of 
my pregnancy, Max's feet seldom touched the ground. Witli every surge 
of maternal hormones, I carri@d, cuddled, and stroked him. Then my 
husband and I transmogrified overnight into shaky, sleep-deprived new 
parents, totally absorbed in the new baby. We were grateful for the 
magic quieting that pacifiers wrought in the middle of the night, but we 
never seemed to be able to find the wrinkled plastic nipple by the next 
day. Drowning in disposable baby gear, we shrugged each pacifier off as 
lost and, every few days, replaced it. Several months later, behind a jum-
ble of boxes in the basement, my husband unearthed a mound of 
chewed pacifiers, evidence of Max's guerrilla campaign against the in-
trudei. From the first, even before a child is born, pets are sometimes 
placeholders for "child." Pets can figure ill the opening act of family 
alignment dramas when a couple becomes three, or a trio expands to 
four. 

The Model Kid Brother or Sister 

One precociously perceptive ten-year-old girl, Erica, the daughter of a 
family therapist, clarified thi:;, tiers of her family ties to me this way: 
"First, of course, there's my mother and father. Next comes Igor [her 
hamster] and Philip [her brother]. And then comes Mozart [the family 
dog] and Felix [the cat]. Igor is like a sibling, so I put him on the same 
level as my brother." Many children cast their pets in sibling roles, espe-
cially ifthey have dogs, cats, birds, or other interactive species as pets. In 
interview studies, seven- and ten-year-olds use the same vocabulary to 
describe both their pets and their siblings as playmates-"They keep me 
company; they play games with me."60 For children without younger 
brothers or sisters, a pet often serves as the functional equivalent. Eng-
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lish eight-to-sixteen-year-olds who are only children or the youngest sib-
ling report owning more pets than their schoolmates.61 We asked pet-
owning parents-90 percent owned dogs, cats, or both-to estimate 
how much time their five-to-twelve-year-olds regularly spent playing 
with or caring for family pets. According to these parents, "only" or 
youngest children, who lacked younger siblings, spent significantly more 
time playing with and caring for their pets than did children who had 
younger sibs. 62 In-depth interviews with children suggest that those 
without siblings or with only older ones often seek out tl1eir pets as sub-
stitute younger brothers or sisters. At the same time, some animals are. 
eliciting this attention as well; pet dogs themselves direct more of their·· 
attention toward a particular child when there are fewer other children 
in tile household. 63 

Studies of siblings depict a leader-follower, teacher-learner pattern, 
with older children setting the pace for their younger brothers and sis-
ters. 64 Children's play with their pets has qualities in common with this 
older-younger sib dynamic, as the child becomes the leader, the more 
mature and accomplished one, in relation to the pet. One mother dis-
cerned this dynamic as she mused on their five-year-old dog Holly's re-
lationship with Laura, the younger of two daughters. When Holly was a 
puppy, she "was Laura's little sister ... we thought that maybe Holly 
served a role in our family of being the bad child or the naughty child or 
the youngest child who doesn't know how to do something. That made 
Laura feel like she was more competent. There was someone younger 
than her." 

In some ways, however, tile quasi-sibling relationship of child and 
pet is an idealized one for the child. The pet is the younger brother or 
sister, declawed.and defanged of challenge and competition; the rela-
tionship is stripped of the tensions and rivalries inherent when two or 
more human offspring jockey for limited parental time and attention. 
The pet as younger sibling stakes no claims for reciprocity or privilege. A 
dog as kid brother or sister distills a sibling substrate of worshipful atten-
tion, companionship on demand, and retreat in the face of challenge. 
Even the youngest child has a one-up position to the animal in the fam-
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ily's hierarchy of power. Perhaps this is one reason why mutual affection 
and love dominate children's descriptions of their relationships with 
their pets-"He wants to be with me"; "She purrs when I'm there"-but 
appear less frequently as themes when children talk about their sib-
lings. 65 

Pets in the Family Dram.a 

Over the last several decades, scholars viewing families under the lens of 
systems have made new strides in understanding family dynamics. From 
a systems perspective, families are organic wholes, more than the sum of 
their constituent individual personalities. Each family member 
influences and is in tum influenced by every other, as if the family unit 
were a tuning fork, with each individual's movement and feeling 
reverberating through it. Within each family system nest subsystems 
based on age and role-the parental subsystem, the sibling subsystem-
as well as shifting alliances. Although family systems scholars, with a few 
exceptions, fail to recognize it, pets, as family members, typically are 
part of these complex family systems. 

Given that a family syste1n is a dense circuitry- of en1otional currents 
connecting each family member, pets can, and often do, occupy nodes 
m that web of connections. In one study, women-usually tapped as re-
porters on family dynamics-described how their pets, especially dogs, 
raised family morale. The women endor;sed statements like "Our pet 
helps family members communicate" and "Our pet helps family mem-

relax unwind at the end of the day."66 Pets may become part of 
triangling, a process in which intense emotions between two persons 

deflect onto a third person, issue, or, in this case, animal. 57 From iliter-
views with pet-owning military families, Ann Cain describes numerous 
examples of both adults and children "triangling" pets: a mother is angry 
at her daughter but yells at the dog instead; a mother talks to her cat so 
her daughter can overhear, saying things she would not tell her daughter 
directly; a father is friendlier to the dog than to his son.68 Parents depict 
therr pets as sensing family tension and actively shifting attention to 
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42 Reaching across the Divide 

themselves, by coming up to be petted, even by doing something "silly," 
to defuse tension. To be sure, dogs, cats, birds, and horses are finely 
tuned barometers of human feelings, readily reflecting and reacting to 
the emotional climate. There are even clinical accounts of pets mirror-
ing anorexia, depression, and other disorders in their human owners.69 

Yet the way that some pet owners frame their stories, reading into their 
pets intentional strategies for peacemaking, attests to the human pro-
clivity for casting pets in the family drama. 

Because pets are players on the family stage, human distress easily 
maps onto them. A scattering of clinical descriptions of adolescent and 
adult patients describes pathological expressions of displacement of 
emotion onto pets-intense but anxious caregiving as a substitute for 
human attachments, and nervous breakdowns after the death of a be-
loved dog-'° More typical are expressions of deep emotion-sudden 
panic when a cat or dog seems to be lost, genuine bereavement and de-
spair when a pet dies, elation at reuniting after time apart. 

Pets also can be the coin to express "mine," "hers," "his/' and "ours" 
within the family. As ten-year-old Erica explained to me: "The cat, we 
don't interact with him as much. He is more with my parents. He jumps 
on their lap, he sleeps in their bed at night. And then, the guinea pig, he 
sleeps in my room. I pick him up, I pet him." Her six-year-old brother 
was adamant that the dog, Mozart, be labeled "ours." When I asked him 
to describe how he could tell what "your pet Mozart is feeling," he 
looked stonily back and replied: "Mozart is not my pet." Erica rolled her 
eyes at this and said, "Oh, c'mon, Philip." "No," he explained, "Mozart is 
everybody's pet." It was crucial to get it right-the family dog, embodi-
ment of family cohesion. 

Although nearly all families with children and pets incorporate their 
animals into the dynamics of the family, the precise quality of children's 
relationships with pets remains elusive. Because research attention has 
been elsewhere until quite recently, much of children's emotional life 
with animals is hidden to us. We observe children with their pets, we 
talk to them about these animals, but we are squinting through a lens 
adapted to see only human-human bonds. We borrow the vocabulary of 
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kinship terms-motlier, father, brother, sister, grandparent un-
, aunt---:and to map them onto pets. We grope to 

tl1ese relationships in terms of "as if' and "lik ,, . Ii 
'th al . e, cue ng around them 

WI an ogy never qmte ki d d '. ma ng contact. The more we listen to chil-
ren an _theu parents tell us about their pets, the more we observe the 

texture of these relationships, the more the simple analogies seem . d 
equate. A multilayered, complex, and sometimes contradicto -

ti
emerges,thsimilar to other family bonds or friendships in some waryys 
net 111 o ers. , 
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jects as training grounds to produce future killers, although there is no 
evidence for this claim. Activist groups such as Maryland-based Friends 
of the Pig "rescue" 4-H animals from the chopping block by purchasing 
them at fairs. PETA organizes information booths at 4-H fairs to win 
over hearts and minds to vegetarianism and, in their view, to save chil-
dren's souls. Predictably, 4-H participants, veterans, and leaders ada-
mantly disagree. In surveys conducted by 4-H organizations, the over-
whelming majority of youngsters who complete what 4-H prefers to call 
"animal science" projects report greater, not less, understanding of and 
respect for animals.55 

These 4-H projects do not steel young hearts with a callous "love for 
sale" message. Neither are the projects simply animal science learning 
in a fun package of friendly competition and family togetherness. These 
youngsters shower loving attention on sheep, heifers, pigs, and goats for 
the day of both a blue ribbon and the animals' slaughter. 

Intimate dialogue, here-and-now presence, nurturance, reassurance, 
and loss: these aspects of children's bonds with their pets do not exhaust 
tl1eir complexity. Each aspect highlights a distinct facet of pets as loved 
ones. Intimate dialogue with pets, like children's friendships with tl1eir 
peers, reflects a sense of partnership and companionship. "Here-and-
now" signals the immediate, in-the-present, time-out quality of engage-
ment with animals, a feature increasingly absent from human ties. 
Nurturance casts children as "proto-parents'' or caregivers of pets, while 
reassurance shifts the feeling of being cared for to the child. Unique 
among the array of children's ties to others, loving an animal is a 
"flexible alliance," within which children can alternately-or even simul-
taneously-experience sharing, caring, giving, receiving, being, and los-
ing, even destroying.56 

4 
learning from Animals 

The Pine Village Elem t S h 1 h 
hunkered d , d 'fen aryf c oo ugs the ragged edge of cornfields 

own m n ts o snow Wind h, th brick buildin h · w ips across e squat 1970s 
g to t e water tower across the road and th h ld 

post office ca£' d al e rams ac e 
th , ' e, an gener store clustered at the intersection I .d 

ere s a warm ty h I . ns1 e, 
I . , mus sc oo smell tinged, as I approach the first- rade 

c assroom, W1th aromas of cat, gerbil and guinea p1'g I' g b 
I . ' · ve come to 0 _ serve a c assroom infused with . al !in all anim presence. A row of small cages 

tw es -a newt, two guinea pigs balled together in a furry lump 
o ger , a turtle, and a pair of hamsters. In the middle of the , 

under a desk, a flappy-eared black and white rabbit pads about roo;n 
cage. Two goldfish circle in a la e . an amp e 
posite wall A ttl d rg aquanum propped against ilie op-
children. , mo e gray cat wanders in and out, and around ilie 

These animals are what Linda Still b ili 
classroom " 't ,, a ower, e teacher, calls the 
, en ters, and she organizes virtually all the children's learn-
mg them. On the day I'm there, each child is choosin an animal 

to be ilie subject of a report. The room bustles with oseful 
activity as the fifteen six-year-olds jump up and rummage ilirou £'stacks 
of picture books about animals. The child h I g th ren ave on Y five inmutes to 
ga er up materials on ilie animals they've chosen At the sam ti 
several of ilie children are eager to show me ilie animals : 
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the coinage of safety and danger. Hawks drawing lazy patterns in the 
sunlit air signaled that all was well; the sudden squawking flight of birds 
in a dark, lowering sky threatened peril. In this way, calm, friendly ani-
mal presence became associated with safety and induced relaxation in 
humans. To Aaron Katcher, there are two key properties of benign ani-
mals in nature scenes: Heraclitean motion, always changing yet always 
the same, and an association with psychological comfort and safety.50 

Horses and cows grazing in a field, waterfowl swimming in a pond, even 
waves lapping the shore or fire flickering in the fireplace capture our at-
tention, while reassuring us that all is right with the world. 

Biophilia addresses the calm that distressed and out-of-control chil-
dren report as well as the focused attention seen in children with emo-
tional and cognitive impairments. Watching animals at peace may create 
a coupling of decreased arousal with sustained attention and alertness, 
opening the troubled child to new possibilities of learning and growth. 
The child can then experience unconditional love and models of good 
nurturing, practice caring sensitively for another, and assume mastery 
tempered witJ1 respect. The biophilia hypothesis also helps clarify the 
phenomenon of social lubrication. Friendly animal presence, because of 
its evolutionary association with safety, bathes in a warmer glow the am-
biguous, the unfamiliar, and the potentially disturbing impact that indi-
viduals with disabilities may have on first encounter. 

However, evidence for social lubrication, halo effects, relaxation re-
sponse, and heightened attention all appear to depend upon the contin-
ued presence of animals. There is little evidence that these effects per-
sist for more than a short time in the absence of the animals. If 
therapeutic benefits of animal contact require "maintenance doses," 
children·s ready access to animals and natural settings becomes more 
important.51 

Biophilia may shed light on why certain animals seem to trigger 
speech in autistic children, such as Bethsabee and Kevin. Even as we in-
sist that language is uniquely human, we are drawn to share our lan-
guage with animals. Our evolutionary heritage of attunement to animals 
led early humans to place themselves imaginatively within animal skins 
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and animal minds. The hunter-gatherer world of the African savannah, 
the environment of evolutionary adaptedness, is long gone; but if tJ1e 
biophilia hypothesis is correct, children and adults retain the "old ways" 
engraved in their genes. We are all predisposed to respond to friendly 
animals as sentinels of safety and as partners in dialogue. 

The biophilia instinct is an amorphous one, shaped by culture and 
socialization into diverse forms. Coupled with the biophilia instinct is an 
equal emphasis on how human environments shape our engagement 
with animals. Our natures tend us toward biophilia, as heightened inter-
est in animals, while our environments shape the fonns this interest 
takes. For example, some of the boys at the Companionable Zoo had 
histories of cruelty toward animals, but what they learned redirected a 
destructive fascination with animals toward desire to care for them. 

Therapeutic programs like Green Chimneys ai1d the Companion-
able Zoo may work because they build on the foundation of biophilia-
intrinsic interest in animals and the calming effCct of ani1nal presence. 
Upon this foundation they overlay a stmcture of moral lessons in nurtur-
ing and being nurtured, to direct this interest into positive regard for an-
imals and, through such regard, to the child's own ability to heal. 
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first encounters with books. Historically, as English-language children's 
literature shifted, in the late nineteenth century, from didactic moral in-
struction, with heavy doses of biblical quotations, to stories designed to 
entertain, not just instruct youngsters, both children and animals moved 
from the periphery to center stage. 22 Today, seven of the top ten all-time 
best-selling children's books in the United States are about animals; The 
Pokey Little Puppy (1942) and The Tale of Peter Rabbit (1902) top the 
list. 23 When Kathryn Norcross a psychologist at Purdue Univer-
sity, examined 100 randomly selected picture books published from 
1988 to 1992, she could find only 11 that did not mention animals. Most 
featured animals as central characters, with over fifteen species playing 
major roles. In more than 40 percent of these books, the nonhuman pro-
tagonists lived thoroughly human lives; they sported dresses and suits, 
ate porridge, and slept under snug comforters.24 Animals are the topic of 
three out of five picture books, according to a 1994 survey of preschools 
in and around Pretoria, South Africa. When the teachers in those 
preschools chose their young charges' ten favorite books, all ten fea-
tured animals, usually humanized or fantasy creatures, as main char-
acters.25 

Inventories of early readers, school textbooks, and literature for chil-
dren show a similar pattern. In a random sample of U.S. children's books 
published between 1916 and 1950, three-quarters had animal char-
acters.26 As the reading level gets more difficult and the target audi-
ence older, animals appear more realistically, and overall their presence 
slightly declines. Even so, nearly a third of the stories in fourth-grade 
school readers published in the United States from 1900 to 1970 have 
animal characters, and half of them are the main protagonists.27 The 
most widely used third-grade reading texts feature stories about chil-
dren's relationships with animals, usually pets, nearly as often as chil-
dren's ties with parents.28 When third-graders heard stories with animal 
characters and identical stories with human characters substituted for 
the animals, three-quarters of the children preferred the animal stories.29 

In a random scan of books garnering the Newbery Medal, the most 
prestigious award in children's literature, animal themes crop up most 
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of the time. There is the 1927 best book, a paean to the eponymous 
Srrwky the Cowhorse, whose cowpoke author, Will James, leads off with: 
"To my way of thinking there's something wrong, or missing, with any 
person who hasn't got a soft spot in their heart for an animal of some 
kind."30 Marguerite Henry's King of the Wind, the winner in 1949, re-
tells the legend of a great Arabian stallion. It's Like This, Cat, the 1964 
choice, describes a New York City boy's coming-of-age tl1rough his 
bond with an adopted stray tomcat named Cat. (As the boy, Dave, says, 
"I know he's a cat, he knows he's a cat, and his name is Cat. Even if you 
call him Admiral John Paul Jones, he won't come when you call, and he 
won't lick your hand, see?").31 In 1970 the award went to Sounder; the 
story of a great coon dog with a booming voice who shares the travails of 
a African-American boy and his poor sharecropper family. In Julie of the 
Wolves, the 1973 winner, a young Inuit girl, lost on the vast North Slope 
of Alaska, is adopted by wolves whom she comes to love as a family. 32 

The Midwife's Apprentice, the 1996 winner, tells of Beetle, a homeless 
waif in fourteenth-century England, who saves a cat from drowning, and 
girl and cat find solace in each other's company. 33 

A survey of Caldecott Medal books, the most honored picture books 
for young children, gives the impression that prereaders yearn for, if 
they don't already inhabit, an animal world. In little Johnny's rescue and 
rearing of a bear cub, The Biggest Bear (1953) inveighs against hunting. 
In Sam, Bangs, and Moonshine (1967), the animals of little Samantha's 
overripe imagination, what her father calls her "moonshine"-a fierce 
lion and a baby kangaroo---endanger her real, old, wise cat, Bangs. The 
Girl Who Loved Wild Horses was the 1979 selection, and Fables, a lm-
morous update of Aesop, took the prize in 1981. Smoky Night, the 1995 
winner, depicts the terror of Los Angeles racial rioting through the eyes 
of little Daniel, whose beloved yellow tabbycat, Jasmine, may be lost in 
the fires raging aronnd them. 34 

Over the last hundred years, with few exceptions, the best-selling, 
best-loved children's books feature animal characters, from Black 
Beauty (1877) to The Tale of Peter Rabbit (1902), to Winnie the Pooh 
(1926), to Stuart Little (1945), to Charlotte's Web (1952), to Old Yeller 
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(1956). Today a gaggle of anthropomorphized, neotenous animal stand-
ins for children, what one critic decried as "the bubonic plague of chil-
dren's publishing," join these animal literary heroes.35 There are Russell 
Hoban's Frances, the irrepressible badger; Arthur the aardvark; Curious 
George, the monkey always getting into mischief; the rabbit of Good 
Night Moon; Clifford, the big red dog; Franklin the turtle; and many 
more. Children's books now come packaged with matching stuffed 
animals and ancillary tchotchkes, like notebooks, keychains, pocket-
books and party goods. Consumer products for chil.dren, from McDon-
ald's Happy Meals to Saturday morning cartoons, are awash in animalia. 
As we've already -seen, children's own imaginations-in dreams, 
play, stories, and fears-teem with animal life, particularly in early 
childhood. Are the media responding to children's "natural" interest in 
animals? Or are kids unwitting consumers being manipulated by savvy 
marketing? 

Popular culture and media clearly shape chiJdren's (as well as 
adults') symbolic life. The Mouseketeers of my childhood are no longer 
around to keep Mickey's name on the lips of today's children. The ad-
vertising juggernaut of movie-book-toy-game-funmeal tie-ins spurs 
cravings for Ninja Turtles one year, Pokemon the next. Stuffed animals, 
now ubiquitous "archetypal toys,'' landed on children's beds only after 
the teddy bear craze started in 1906 and edged out the drums, popguns, 
trumpets, and rocking horses emblematic of nineteenth-century child-
hood.36 

Stuffed bears first appeared as a Christmas novelty item that Morris 
Michtom, a toy manufacturer, concocted after seeing a 1902 Washing-
ton Post cartoon of then President Teddy Roosevelt, an avid hunter, 
sparing a black grizzly. (After an unsuccessful hunting expedition in 
Mississippi, local hosts tried to ensure the president his kill by present-
ing him with a tied-up, rather mangy black bear. The president refused 
to dispatch the captive animal, deeming such an act unsportsmanlike.) 
"Teddy'' bears swiftly became an icon of chiJdhood. In 1907 Steiff, the 
German toy manufacturer, sold over a million in Europe. Parents 
adopted the custom of photographing their children holding teddies. 
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Within a few decades, a Garden of Eden full of soft, plush creatures 
proliferated. 37 

This animalization of children's culture has deepened over the last 
century. It parallels changing societal views of nature and animals-
from wild threats against civil.izing humanity to carriers of humanity's 
better nature. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, 
the bear was the largest and fiercest creature of the N ortb American and 
western European forests. Along with wolves, they posed real danger, as 
Peter, of Prokofiev's Peter and the Wolf, is repeatedly warned. By the 
beginning of the twentieth century, with the danger of the wild in re-
treat, Teddy and his stuffed animal compatriots became, like children, 
the last innocents, signifying what one writer called "the goodness of the 
wild in human nature."38 

Signifying Animals 

Animal symbols have become synonymous with childhood as both adults 
and children have lost intimate daiiy contact with actual domestic and 
wild animals. As the transformation of bears from grizzlies to teddies il-
lustrates, domination and elimination of wild creatures have domesti-
cated and infantilized their images, which then migrate from adult to 
child culture. Animal fables and fairy tales, originally serious entertain-
ment for grownups-Socrates spent his prison days putting Aesop's fa-
bles into verse form-are now part of the juvenile canon. As one· writer 
put it: "Once we stopped knowing animals as a direct matter of sur-
vival-as partners in work, as quarry to hunt, as predators to evade-
fables could be read as stories about cute animals that could be safely 
given to children."39 

Surrounding children with lovable creatures may also signal a collec-
tive disquiet with the scientific, detached, institutionalized treatment of 
animals in an age when genetically engineered animals are patented and 
sheep are cloned.40 There may be whiffs of a Romantic idealization of 
"pnre" Nature lost to the inroads of"cold" urbanization and industrial-
ization. Cuddly creatures may be a reassuring way to underscore a child-
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hood innocence in which we no longer believe. These social undercur-
rents have rendered children's culture more animal-saturated than ever. 

On the other hand, the appeal of animal symbols antedates today's 
media blitzes. The propensity to refract human experience through an 
animal prism is older than recorded history. The earliest deliberately 
produced human work of art in existence, a 30,000-year-old statuette 
carved from a mammoth's tusk, depicts a man with a lion's head. Dating 
from about the same time are more than 300 animal figures-lifelike 
bulls, bison, rhinos, lions, and horses-as well as human-animal fusions, 
such as the head and torso of a bison on human legs, that gallop across 
the walls of the Chauvet cave, in the Ardeche region of France. 

A universal human urge turns to animal beings as a means of 
reflecting upon and understanding human emotions and social organiza-
tion. Anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss saw the forms of human cul-
tures as modeled on observations of wild animals, .. nature as a language 
and guide to human life." For him, totemism, universal among hunter-
gatherer groups, and pervasive in human societies for at least 60,000 
years, was the emblematic human belief system. Clans .or other groups 
identified with their totem animals-for Ojibwas, for example, they 
were catfish, cranes, loon, bears, and martens-and these different ani-
mal species represented by analogy different forms of human society. 
"Because man originally felt himself identical to all those like him 
(among which we mustinclude animals) that he came to acquire the ca-
pacity to distinguish himself as he distinguishes them, i.e., to use the di-
versity of species as conceptual support for social differentiation."41 

Creation stories across varied cultures tell of original human-animal 
bonds, often describing a fall from the unity of all beings. For example, 
the Aztec myth of origin describes the union of the jaguar aud a 
humaulike creature, the "jaguannan," out of which both humans aud an-
imals emerged. According to Hopi beliefs, humans were first ants, then 
became other animals in the "second world," and humanlike but with 
long tails in the "third world." Mircea Eliade identified humans living in 
harmony and communion with animals as the core feature common to 
all depictions of paradise: "Animals are charged with a symbolism and a 
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mythology of great importance for the religious life; so that to communi-
cate with animals, to speak their language aud become their fiiend and 
master is to appropriate a spiritual life much richer than the merely hu-
man life of ordinary mortals."42 Only shamans have the ability to reenter 
this lost world, to appeal to animal spirits by talking to them in their own 
language. 

In the myths of many cultures, gods take animal forms-Jupiter ap-
pears as a bull, Arachne becomes a spider, Buddha is born as an ele-
phant, Vishnu is incarnated as a tortoise.43 Belief in the shape-shifting of 
humans into animals and animals into humans, visible in Paleolithic 
drawings and sculptures and universal among early hunter-gatherers, 
took root in ancient Egypt, spread to Greece, and by the sixth century 
B.C.E. entered the teachings of Buddha and the fables of Aesop. By then 
the iconography of animals was so elaborate that animal symbols could 
represent the full panoply of human relationships. Poking fun at human 
frailties via talking animals decked out in human attire-the animal bur-
lesque-is one of the oldest of literary conventions. In the ancient 
Greek mock epic Batrachomyomachia, the battles between the "frog 
people" and the "mice people" satirized the Trojan War. The animal-
filled European fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm and Charles Perrault 
trace their roots to oral traditions that may date back to Ice Age hunter 
societies.44 The oldest toys so far discovered-Bronze Age clay rattles 
with the heads of foxes, birds, and dogs, and wooden crocodiles and 
lions from 1000 B.C.E. Egypt-depict animals.45 

Humans have always invested animals moral urgency and emo-
tional power. Medieval bestiaries praised turtle doves for their chastity 
but condemned wolves as vicious and pigs as Iazy.46 Animals carry the 
weight of every human failing and accomplishment. Because animal 
symbols project our deepest fears, wishes, and conflicts, "when we look 
at animals, we see ourselves," as writer Boria Sax says.47 Modern meta-
phors continue to sketch humans in animal hues-"hogging the road," 
"wolfing down food," "chickening out"-even though living hogs, 
wolves, and chickens are long gone from daily life. The bulls and bears 
of the stock market, the MGM lion, tl1e Republican elephant and Dem-
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Harnessing Animal Powers 

A slight, shy eight-year-old boy I know hurries home after school each 
day to go back to the age when dinosaurs roamed the Earth. A walking 
encyclopedia of dinosaur lore, he never tires of playing out battles be-
tween Brontosaurus and Tyrannosaurus Rex, using his six-inch-high 
replicas. Unlike the power of adults or other bigger, more assertive 
peers, dinosaur power is, literally, under his thumb. As he moves his di-
nosaur kingdom around the table, like chess pieces on a large board, he 
is the supreme deity of his miniature kingdom of terrifying beasts. Is his 
fascination with dinosaurs, and the remarkable knowledge he's accumu-
lated as a result, just a redirection of unacceptable sexual and aggressive 
urges? While these may be elements in his play, his life among the dino-
saurs primarily serves other functions. In that life is an interplay of 
power and powerlessness-the small child as master of larger, rampag-
ing forces, the dinosaur creatures miniaturized. No matter that the dino-
saur expert's handwriting is nearly illegible, and that the teacher keeps 
telling him to sit still. 

Scary creatures-Godzilla, King Kong, the dinosaurs of Jurassic 
Park and The Land before Time-mix a frisson of fear into children's ex-
hilaration at the sight of even grownups getting stomped. At the same 
time, dinosaur and monster tales read as parables of the small and de-
pendent ultimately outwitting, taming, or destroying overwhelming 
beasts. Another variation on animal stories as power plays is the "reluc-
tant dragon." Like the Kenneth Grahame story of the same name 
(1899), reluctant dragons-Barney is the latest incarnatio.n of the 
breed-reveal soft centers that render them as harmless as floppy 

. dogs.69 

Animal Guides 

In some children's stories, the special gifts of animals shepherd the child 
on a perilous adventure. This theme of animal guides, deeply resonant 
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in Native American tales and the legends of many other cultures, gets a 
modem reworking in "dangerous survivor" storiesrn For example, in The 
Grey King, a 1976 Newbery Award book based on Welsh legends, a boy 
searches for a golden harp, guided by a magical white dog with silver 

· eyes who can see the wind. 71 The thirteen-year-old Inuit heroine of Julie 
of the Wolves survives in the Artie wilderness because a pack of wolves 
adopts her, showing her how to track game and protecting her from bear 
attack. In The Music of Dolphins, dolphins raise Mila from the age of 
four until her "rescue" as a teenager off an unpopulated Florida island. 72 

Karana, the Indian heroine of Island of the Blue Dolphins, survives Rob-
inson Crusoe style on a deserted island by taming wild dogs, birds, and 

. 73 even otters as compamons. 
Such adventures echo the "wild child," the ancient theme of chil-

dren suckled by wolves, as were Romulus and Remus, the traditional 
fOunders of Rome, or rais.ed in tl1e forest by bears, as was Orson, in the 
fourteenth-century English tale, "Valentine and Orson," of twin broth-
ers separated at birth.74 Like the "wild boy" of Aveyron, the wild child 
grows up in the animal world, never knowing human society. In modern 
animal guide stories, the child-often a young girl-owes more than her 
survival to her animal saviors. She enters the world of the wolves (or dol-
phins) not as a human observer but as one of them. The child parts the 
curtain that separates animal societies from human experience. Because 
the child truly understands the animals, from inside their world, she can 
become their intermediary with often hostile, uncomprehending adult 
humans. There comes a moment when the child, so long protected by 
her animal guides, in tum saves them from human predation, as Julie 
saves one of her wolf "family" from sporthunters gunning down wolves 
from a plane. 

The animal guide stories tell of a protective Mother Nature, literally 
mothering the lost child. Here, wild animals signify a purity of accep-
tance and care, in contrast to the confusing mixed signals of human hy-
pocrisy and deceit. The animal guide erases the barrier between the 
young human and the surrounding animal world. 
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abuse. The two organizations set up crosstra:irring-for hu1nane officers, 
on how to recognize signs of child abuse; for social workers, on how to 
spot "the battered pet syndrome" as well as other forms of animal abuse 
and neglect. In Toledo, Ohio, the Animal Advocates for Children pro-
gram gives animal welfare agents training in crisis intervention and in 
detecting child abuse and neglect, as well as elder abuse. 

In Colorado Springs, DVERT, the Domestic Violence Enhanced 
Response Team, brings together the local police, humane society, child 
protective services, district attorney, center for prevention of domestic 
violence, and social service agency, among others-fifteen groups in 
all-to identify the connty's most lethal perpetrators. The agencies do 
crosstraining, share records, and coordinate their investigations. Donna 
Straub, assistant director of the Pike's Peak Humane Society and a 
member of the DVERT team, explained to me how this approach is un-
covering hidden abuse: "The hammer case--that's what we call it-is a 
perfect example." Three children, ages ten, eight, and six, had written 
on the back of their father's business card "Call my Dad; the dog is in 
the garage" and thrown it onto a neighbor's lawn. (The parents were di-
vorced, and the father was living in California.) The neighbor alerted the 
humane society, and when animal control officers arrived, they found a 
dog beaten almost to death and in the garage, a hammer with blood and 
dog hairs on it. The children's mother soon confessed to the beating. 
When veterinarians examined the dog, they found numerous fractures 
in various stages of healing, indicating a long history of vicious abuse. 
"Our people thought something was not right about the kids," Donna 
recalled, "even though we couldn't see anything. Sure enough, it turned 
out the children were being abused, too. Because of DVERT, we could 
immediately bring in Child Protection."52 DVERT has become a na-
tional model for a coordinated rapid response to all forms of abuse, ani-
mal as well as human. 

Nationwide, there are calls to legally require veterinarians to report 
suspected child abuse or neglect and social workers to report suspected 
animal abuse. (Currently only a few states even require veterinarians to 
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report suspected animal cruelty.)53 State groups are orgamzing to 
toughen penalties for animal cruelty; currently twenty-one states made 
some form of animal cruelty a felony, while forty-three states classified 
organized dogfighting as a felony. Other proposals include federal legis-
lation, modeled after the 197 4 Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment 
Act, to establish national standards for defining and prosecuting animal 
abuse, and a national registry to track the incidence ·of animal abuse.54 

The American Humane Association and other organizations are lobby-
ing for more federally funded research on the link between violence 
against animals and humans. In 1997 the Humane Society of the United 
States launched the "First Strike" campaign, a coordinated effort to in-
crease public awareness of the connection between cruelty to animals 
and violence against humans. 55 

Humane education is a relatively recent front opened in the battle 
for the hearts and minds of children. Formal programs to foster chil-
dren's compassion and respect toward animals and, through a process of 
generalization, toward other humans date back only about one hundred 
years. G. Stanley Hall, in his classic 1904 text, Adolescence, expressed 
the rationale behind such programs in this way: "If pedagogy is ever to 
become adequate to the needs of the soul, the time will come when ani-
mals will play a far larger educational role than has yet been conceived, 
that they will be curriculized, will acquire a new and higher humanistic 
or cultural value in the future compared with their utility in the past."56 

Current examples of curricula include "Pets and Me," from the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania; the People and Anin'tals program, developed by 
the National Association for Humane and Environmental Education 
(NAHEE); the Operation Outreach-USA program of the American 
Humane Education Society; and Project Wild, developed by the West-
ern Regional Environmental Council. Each curriculum has a slightly 
different focus. The "Pets and Me" curriculum, for preschool through 
grade five, centers on promoting responsible pet ownership and "per-
sonalizing" animal welfare and environmental conservation issues 
through the pet connection. Project Wild, on the other hand, focuses on 
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wildlife appreciation through nature study. Both Operation Outreach-
USA and the. People and Animals programs have the broad goal of fos-
teiing respect for all living things.57 

Do these classroom humane education curricula work? There are 
few evaluations, and their results are inconclusive. After a yearlong ex-
posure to the People and Animals curriculum, first- and fourth-graders 
in Utah reported more humane attitudes-for example, answering no to 
questions like "Should you spank a cat to teach it to mind you?" and "Do 
you think it's fun to break up a spider's web?"-than did other children 
from the same schools who had not received the program. A year after 
the fourth-graders had completed the program, they continued to ex-
press more humane attitudes than the control group. Second- and fifth-
graders at the same schools showed no change in humane attitudes as a 
result of the curriculum. Regardless of grade level, however, children 
who received the humane curriculum expressed more empathy toward 
other children, at least on a questionnaire. 

It's not clear how much or what kind of humane education is most 
beneficial in shaping attitudes toward the treatment of animals; in this 
study, teachers devoted only forty hours, on average, over the entire 
school year, the equivalent of barely a week of children's television view-
ing.58 Another question is why the intervention "took" with fourth-
graders and not with younger or older children. Humane education cer-
tainly needs testing with a wider diversity of children as well; in this 
study, they were overwhelmingly white and Mormon. Finally, docu-
menting changes in attitudes immediately after an educational "treat-
ment" is a far cry from showing long-term changes in behavior. 

Formal programs may be less important than a general classroom 
climate extending respect and care across species. However fine-tuned 
humane education becomes, it's likely to take only a small fraction of 
classroom time and reach a limited number of students, given the many 
competing demands on instruction. Another persistent issue is general-
ization to human relationships. Why should we expect exhortations to 
treat animals kindly, or at least Without unnecessary cruelty, to "rub off' 
on children's behavior toward their classmates, particularly when hu-
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mane education does not address interpersonal violence directly? 
Would humane education focused on animal welfare necessarily pro-
mote tolerance of vulnerable humans, such as persons with disabilities 
or minorities? 

A more fundamental birthing ground for humane attitudes lies 
within the family. Families are the primary context in which children 
watch birds at a feeder, go camping, hunt and fish, protect, or endanger 
animals. Children's first outings to the zoo, aquarium, or nature park are 
usually family ones. The first lessons in responsible pet ownership or 
messages of neglect take place at home. Even at first grade, humane ed-
ucation works not on a "blank slate," but on an already developing ethic 
of animal treatment. As one humane educator told me: "You sometimes 
hear things [on kindergarten visits] like 'Dad kicks the dog on purpose, 
to make him mean.' Some children seem aware that this is not right; 
they'll say, 'You shouldn't do that,' but more often the child thinks, 'This 
is the way it's done; they're just animals.'"59 

When children feel safe and protected at home, they can practice 
role-taking skills under parental guidance. Research documents that 
children are more empathic toward other children when parents rou-
tinely direct their attention to others' feelings, using the disciplinary 
strategy called induction, with questions like "How do you think that 
makes her feel?'' Such children may also be more likely to extend pro-
tection to others, including animals. Supporting this idea, a study of 
eight-to-thirteen-year-olds in California found that children who felt 
that their parents were emotionally available and responsive also en-
dorsed more humane attitudes toward animals. Those children who re-
ported fathers and older siblings as punitive were less humane. 66 

Kindness and Abuse 

We must be careful not to reach for family, community, or school pro-
grams as the sole explanation for childhood cruelty (or kindness) to ani-
mals. Not all abused children pass on the cycle of abuse to animals. In 
fact many children bombarded by violence seek solace in their pets, are 
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E

thics in B
ritish C

hildren's Literature 

encouraged to buy stuffed toys, o
r to 'adopt' creatures under threat o

f extinction 
for their children. 

T
ucking up children w

ith plush pandas though can be seen as a m
anipulative 

evasion, w
orking against the im

pulse o
f conservation an

d
 environm

entalism
. 

T
he conceptual alliance betw

een child an
d

 nature can m
ake it difficult honestly 

to deal w
ith the issues concerning key thinkers in environm

ental ethics; m
ost 

obviously the rapacious and barbarous h
u

m
an

 treatm
ent o

f the natural w
orld. 

R
ecalling the profound relationship betw

een child an
d

 land envisioned in 'F
rost 

at M
idnight', John P

assm
ore's cautionary response to the R

om
antic perception 

o
f nature is w

orth sounding: 

It is the great im
portance of R

om
anticism

 that it ... encouraged us to look at 
nature, to see it otherw

ise than as a m
ere instrum

ent. B
ut w

e do not need to 
accept the R

om
antic identification of G

od w
ith nature in order to accept this 

w
ay of looking at the w

orld. Indeed, the divinization of nature, even apart from
 

the philosophical problem
s it raises, dangerously underestim

ates the fragility of 
so m

any natural processes and relationships, a fragility to w
hich the ecological 

m
ovem

ent has draw
n such forcible attention. (1995/1975, p. 141) 

F
ragility then can be located in the natural w

orld and also in the child's relationship 
to it, a point pow

erfully m
ade in A

 K
estrel for a K

nave w
hen B

illy finds the kestrel 
haw

k he has trained w
ith such care "'in

 t'bin"' (H
ines, 1969/1968, p. 150). W

hen 
B

illy charges his m
other w

ith a lack o
f concern over the dem

ise ofK
es, her response 

expresses a sociocultural negation o
f the child-nature trope that also underscores 

its im
possibility: '"C

ourse I'm
 bothered. B

ut it's only a bird. Y
ou can get another 

can't you?"' (p. 151). R
unning to escape from

 the horror o
f this m

om
ent, B

illy 
dives into a narrative rew

ind, reeling through the violent m
em

ories that define his 
short life until, abruptly an

d
 finally: 'H

e buried the haw
k in the field just behind 

the shed; w
ent in, and w

ent to bed' (p. 160). A
 com

plex w
eb o

f m
oral responsibility 

w
eaves around the kestrel's death and B

illy's brutal upbringing, yet it is clear that 
child and bird are fiercely savage and easily dam

aged by the desires o
f hum

anity 
that tether them

. Ideals em
bedded in pastorals o

f childhood
7 can m

islead and 
adult m

em
ories o

f childhood lost are forged frequently in the union o
f child and 

landscape or creature, evading (though not truly forgetting) the know
ledge that 

nature is n
o

t alw
ays benign; hence the concept o

f natural evil discussed by M
ary 

M
idgley and L

ars S
vendsen in their investigations o

f evil. R
obert E

lliot takes this 
idea a step further, conceding that not 'all natural phenom

ena have value in virtue 
o

f being natural'; he points out that disease is 'natural in a straightforw
ard sense' 

and 'is certainly not good: and that 'N
atural phenom

ena such as fires, hurricanes, 

M
idnight P
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volcanic eruptions can totally alter landscapes and alter them
 for the w

orse' 
(1995/1982, p. 82). E

lliot stresses that environm
ental ethics is n

o
t grounded in an 

idealization o
f nature w

hich w
ould underm

ine its pursuit o
f a right consideration 

o
f the natural w

orld and this em
phasis forges links betw

een environm
ental 

positions that m
ight seem

 opposed. 

In his deft piece o
f philosophical (re)positioning that situates L

eopold's land 
ethic betw

een the concerns o
f anim

al liberationists and m
oral hum

anists, C
allicott 

points out that anim
al liberation/rights seem

ed to overshadow
 environm

ental 
ethics 'in the late 1970s an

d
 early 1980s', w

hen 'm
any people seem

ed to conflate 
the tw

o' (1995/1980, p. 29). I shall go on to reveal through contem
plation o

f 
m

oral questions posed in novels such as W
atership D

ow
n (1972) by R

ichard 
A

dam
s and The C

ry o
f the W

olf (1990) by M
elvin B

urgess that it is possible to 
trace alliances an

d
 distinctions betw

een these m
ovem

ents. B
efore m

oving on to 
explore ethically aw

are books for children though, I pause to consider one o
f the 

m
ost persuasive voices calling for anim

al rights in the 1970s, since m
any w

riters 
for children from

 C
aptain M

arryat to John B
urningham

 respond to related 
concerns. In his confrontational A

nim
al Liberation (1975), P

eter S
inger m

akes 
his case w

ith an ethical force that is difficult to ignore: 

T
he tyranny of hum

an over non-hum
an anim

als ... has caused and today is 
still causing an am

ount of pain and suffering that can only be com
pared w

ith 
that w

hich resulted from
 the centuries of tyranny by w

hite hum
ans over black 

hum
ans. The struggle against this tyranny is a struggle as im

portant as any 
of the m

oral and social issues that have been fought over in recent years . 
(1991/1975, p. i) 

Singer's com
parative use o

f an ongoing hum
an struggle -

w
hich has brought 

about ideological and social change -
draw

s the im
plied reader to his position 

from
 a point th

ats/h
e can relate to as a hum

an 'speciesist', 8 for A
nim

al Liberation 
asks its reader seriously to reconsider the very foundations o

f m
oral goodness 

(w
hich for S

inger precludes any practice that involves anim
al cruelty, w

hether 
it be eating m

eat o
r w

earing fur coats). Singer's thorough evaluation o
f the 

anim
al rights m

ovem
ent and o

f hum
an processes that involve anim

als, such 
as farm

ing and scientific experim
entation, leads h

im
 to an

 ethical m
odel in 

w
hich non-hum

ans are accorded the sam
e rights as hum

ans. A
ccordingly, 'W

e 
ought to consider the interests o

f anim
als because they have interests and it is 

unjustifiable to exclude them
 from

 the sphere o
f m

oral concern' (p. 244). O
f 

particular relevance here, Singer discusses the childhood influences directing 
'our attitudes to anim

als', that 'begin to form
 w

hen w
e are very young, and ... are 
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