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Abstract 

 This thesis aims to explore the evolution of social movements against animal 

performance, leading to its current social and political momentum. By mapping the historical 

trends of the activist campaigns, this thesis will explore the public attitudes and practices that 

have influenced the messaging employed by social movement organizations within the 

movement. The theoretical examination of this thesis is threefold, situating animal 

performativity, and the opposition to it, within extensive existing literature on social movements, 

animal/human sociology, and visual studies.  

 Through exploratory historical analysis, this thesis will critically examine discursive 

developments in the movement and the sites of production and circulation as they adapt to new 

technological forms. I have accomplished this exploration by conducting discourse and content 

analysis on archetypical images that have been created by activist organizations. Through this 

analysis, I propose that the majority of visuals used within the movement can be divided into 

four distinctive themes, three of which remain reliably consistent during the past 150 years. The 

thesis then explores the technological innovations that have affected the imagery of the 

movement and audience reactions to new forms of representation. 

 This thesis concludes by arguing that the social movements against animal performance 

has consistently adapted to its time while remaining true to its original themes and messaging. It 

has taken advantage of changing social attitudes rather than improving forms of image capturing 

and circulation. While behind-the-scenes footage may be eye-catching, it is the ability of the 

movement to capitalize on tangential social concerns and incorporate broader animal welfare into 

concerns that has remained the most consistent strategy.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction   

 

 Bolivia Bans Circus Animals (Cloud 2009, Time Magazine) 

 Italy Bans ‘All Animal Circus Acts’ After Mass Public Opposition (Kirby 2017, Konbini) 

Wild animals in circuses to be banned at last: Britain to finally fall into line with other   

Countries with Bill set to be introduced in Parliament (Ellicott 2018, DailyMail) 

In welcome move, no circus in India can now make wild animals perform tricks (Shekhar  

2017, India Today)      

 

In the examples above, declaratory headlines from around the world announce new policies in 

the context of growing international opposition to the use of animals in circuses. From Austria to 

Taiwan, India to Italy, it appears ‘global public opinion’ has shifted, with each year seemingly 

heralding the success of ‘animal performance activism’. The significance of public opinion 

seems evident in countries such as England, where 94.5% of the polled public favoured 

outlawing wild animals in circuses (Ellicott 2018). This information was presented ahead of the 

Parliamentary decision to not renew the 2012 legislation which allowed elephants, macaws, 

reindeer, and other species to be used within the country. As laws catch up to the will of the 

people articles announcing the demise of animal circus acts have become a regular occurrence in 

popular news media worldwide. 

 The use of national legislation to enforce freedoms from performing for some or all 

animals in circuses began nine years ago when Bolivia made the historic decision to ban the use 

of any animal in circuses in July 2009 (Cloud 2009). Since then, 44 other nations have passed 

similar laws eliminating the use of animals in circuses. These protective laws have arisen from 
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changing social attitudes perhaps related to the work of coordinated international social 

movements, asking consumers to reconsider their entertainment decisions. Animal performance 

orientated social movements have challenged the moral legitimacy of animal circuses as a form 

of entertainment and strived to eradicate the practice (Animal Defenders International 2018). 

This objective is an ambitious undertaking as circuses have been meaningful social entertainment 

with a deep-rooted history that dates back to Circus Maximus within the thriving ancient Roman 

Empire (Humphrey 1986:128).   

 Despite this long history, the fact that 45 countries have outlawed the use of all or many 

animals signify a clear new line of thinking that has permeated much of global society. Nations 

with relatively little in common, from all levels of development, with distinct cultural mores, 

diverse languages and religiosity have all come to a new legal understanding on what some 

human-animal relations should look like, and how they should be regulated. There are many 

alternate readings available of how the current situation has developed beyond the scope of 

coordinated social movement organizations. Some theorists suggest it is a consequence of post-

industrial modernization, where societies went from two-hundred years of further separation 

from nature to now being able to engage in sustained reflection on where the divide between 

human and animal society lies (Franklin 1999). Others look at the domination of capitalism that 

prevails and propose that this is only an example of challenges to exploitative labour practices 

that are rampant under capitalism. They view it not as a coincidence that laws began changing 

following the 2008 financial crisis, and that the animals in question are nothing more than 

‘tools’, wielded at the bargaining table between the powerful and their disruptors (Carrier 2012; 

Sayers 2014). 
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In this context, this thesis is framed in terms of the broad question: how can we explain 

how our understanding of animal performances has changed? Given the constraints of a 

Master’s thesis, and due to the international complexity of the issues, this thesis will narrow its 

focus to how exploring how the discourse around animal performance entertainment has 

developed in the United States and Canada. In that sense, the thesis aims to understand what 

particular social conditions and dominant ideas are drawn upon by animal performance social 

movements in their efforts to shift attitudes and policy. The first objective, then, is to explore the 

development of these understandings and attitudes in theory and practice. The second objective 

is to critically question what counts as a new development in animal performance social 

movements, versus what is a continuation of previous developments. This includes challenging 

the labels of the current movement as being revolutionary or uniquely modern (Rollin 2011).  

The animal performance industry, as it will be referred to throughout this thesis, involves 

framing the trained behaviours of animals in a human narrative of theatrical production (Kirby 

1972 cited in Peterson 2007:34). In the animal performance industry animals are made into 

actors through intentional (from the human perspective) force (ibid 35). The forcible 

performance discussed herein refers specifically to cases of confinement. I acknowledge that any 

human/animal relationship will create a ‘forced’ reaction from animals, but the industry being 

examined within is responsible for the physical holding and control of animal actors.  

 Of course, the notion of animals ‘acting’ exists on a continuum. For example, 

some argue that any domestic training constitutes a forceful performance being taught, while 

others argue it is only when the animal is used for purely entertainment purposes that it becomes 

an element in the animal performance industry (ibid 37-8, 41). Others still contest the objections 

to animal performance entirely (Carter and Charles 2013:328-9). This thesis aims to focus on the 
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commonly accepted examples of confinement and control that have been subject to critique 

within the movement such as circuses, marine parks, plays, and street performances. 

Introducing North American Animal Performance Social Movements 

 The resistance to the use of non-human animals for entertainment purposes has existed to 

some small degree for as long as animals have been connected to the desire for entertainment 

(Carmeli 2002). However, these past resistances were relatively small in scale and are not 

considered to be ‘social movements’ as they are currently understood (Staggenborg 2008). This 

thesis is primarily focused on the beginning of recognizable social movements against animal 

performance through to its contemporary social standing. The development of social movements 

against animal performances in North America has been traced back to the early 1860s. Animal 

welfare social movements have consistently remained a relatively background social issue, never 

quite reaching the broad public appeal that contemporaneous ‘peace’ or ‘environmental’ 

movements have been able to.  Despite this challenge, or perhaps because of it, there has existed 

a cohesive effort to capitalize on concurrently evolving social knowledge. Sociological 

understandings of social movements are constantly revised and debated. This thesis will give a 

brief overview of some of the substantive social changes that effect our understandings of social 

movements, including progressing importance placed upon scientific knowledge, a general 

postmodern disconnect between people and nature, and evolving concepts of equality and 

exploitation dynamics.  

 A familiar characterization often meant to belittle the movement, is that the social 

movement is a uniquely modern phenomenon (Rollins 2011:103-105). This position may be 

taken because of its sudden rise to prominence, but the current position as a legitimate social 

institution has come through a history of incremental and non-linear growth. In North America, 
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an early breakthrough for the social movements came in 1868 when American activists were able 

to create enough support to bring about the formation of the first substantial animal welfare 

legislation. Although the United States and Canada are not among the 45 nations which have yet 

enacted laws entirely eliminating animal performances in circuses, there has still been significant 

development made. In the U.S. 81 jurisdictions in 29 separate states have passed similar bills 

while 30 jurisdictions in Canada have as well.  

 With the public appeal of freeing animals from circus performances having gained 

momentum organizations such as PETA, after 36 years prioritizing anti-animal circus activism, 

have in the past 15 years turned significant attention towards the sea. Marine life has become an 

issue embraced by the previously existing social movements against animal performance, 

drawing particular attention from organizations such as the Humane Society, PETA, and the 

World Animal Protection in the past 15-25 years (Lange 2016; PETA 2017; World Animal 

Protection 2016). Popularized in North America by tourist attractions including SeaWorld, 

Marineland, and the Vancouver Aquarium, marine animals such as dolphins, porpoises, orcas, 

and more have all at times been forced to perform choreographed shows for audiences. The 

similarities to the circus industry are clear and because of this many of the same battles that the 

movement faced for opposing animal performances in circuses are now being fought by this new 

wave of activist organizations such as the Orca Project, Blackfish, and the Cove, all of which 

have identifiable motivations and strategies that are recognizable in their predecessors. Any new 

organization, or reprioritization undertaken by existing organizations, stands to gain by properly 

understanding the historical progression of the discourse employed by their activist predecessors. 

 The climactic event that in hindsight can be seen as having led the legitimization of the 

movement including the welfare of marine animals was an internationally televised piece of 
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visual activism compiled in documentary form. The 2013 release of Blackfish has proved to be 

the seminal turning point in the public discourse of animal performativity. Using a visual 

medium that first movement organizations could not have fathomed having the resources for, the 

release of Blackfish relied on many of the same visual themes and representations that had been 

a staple in previous forms of visual representations.  

 Blackfish followed the life of an orca bull named Tilikum who had lived at SeaWorld 

since he was two years old. The story of Tilikum had long been covered by the movement but 

reached the general public when it was picked up by the American news network CNN. This 

mainstream airing allowed the animal welfare narrative to reach nearly 21 million people 

internationally within its first month of airing (Kuo and Savidge 2014). This video successfully 

related feelings of empathy and a desire to protect Tilikum, while displaying him as a being 

capable of acting in his interests and expressing his discontent. By engaging with the general 

public, Blackfish was able to politicize and moralize the issues of animal performativity (Karlin 

and Johnson 2011). 

Organization of the Thesis  

 When conducting initial background research for this thesis, it quickly became apparent 

that most of the organizations within the broader movement relied on visual imagery as a 

‘shorthand’ means of conveying their various messages. This strategy has remained consistent 

from the earliest archived publications through to modern social media. 
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Accordingly, within this thesis, in order to understand how the discourse around animal 

performance has changed, I will primarily examine the images used by the social movements 

against animal performance over the last 150 years. Throughout the thesis I will focus on three 

aspects of continuity and change: (1) the character of social movements, (2) the dominant 

framings of human/non-human animal relations, and (3) the development and use of visual 

images and technologies within activism.  

 The thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 2 aims to bring together three literatures that 

serve to contextualize animal performance activism. Chapter 3 provides detail on the criteria of 

Which are the Brutes? 
A.R. Waud 
Harper’s Weekly – A Journal of Civilization. February 23, 1867. 
Reproduced via Getty Images 
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the research objects and offers a definition of animal performativity. As well, chapter 3 presents 

my strategies used to collect the visual images. This chapter also discusses methodological issues 

around analyzing visual images, and outlines the approach taken in the thesis. Chapter 4 

examines the visual materials, using typified sample figures to ground my analysis. The images 

and the discussion are organized along thematic lines that categorize the most prevalent 

messages used and reference the sociocultural context of the time. The messaging and context 

are presented together to explore how the movement navigated underlying social attitudes. 

Chapter 5 presents a short discussion that focuses on the role that changing technologies have 

had on how the social movements against the animal performance industry uses visual 

representations. This is conducted through a historical mapping of previous technological 

innovations and exploring the cultural impact that exemplary images have had.   

 I suggest that this exploratory research is rewarding because the current animal welfare 

social movement literature from theorists such as Nisha (2017), Pierce and Bekoff (2012), 

Cudworth (2015), and Evans (2008) pays little attention to the key role of visuality as a distinct 

mode of activism. Visual representations are created within their surrounding social context. By 

identifying and illuminating the dominant themes employed within the social movement, and the 

means through which they are distributed, I suggest we can gain valuable sociological insights 

into the movement and the society within which it operates.  
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Chapter 2: Contextualizing Animal Performativity Activism   

Introduction  

In this chapter, I am going to review and discuss literature that can help contextualize   

and understand contemporary animal performativity activism. Firstly, I will situate this form of 

activism in the broader historical context of ‘new social movements’. This will entail a brief 

history of social movements in the US, alongside consideration of key sociological accounts of 

‘newer social movements’, especially their fragmentation and personalization.  Secondly, given 

the focus on non-human animal rights activism, I will discuss the changing role of ‘the animal’ 

within the sociological literature. I will introduce the various theoretical camps that co-exist 

within the social sciences and highlight many of the difficulties that social researchers face when 

engaging with the animal subject. This will be important to think through the changing 

understandings and representations of human/animal relations both in theory and in activism. 

Thirdly, I will provide a discussion of the growing significance of visual representation in protest 

and activism, particularly with the growth of social media, where ‘visuality’ and ‘witnessing’ 

have arguably become the dominant approaches to such media messaging. Here, I familiarize 

readers with the contemporary research on the use of ‘memes’, ‘social buttons’, and social media 

as it relates to the exploratory research conducted within my study. In this way, the chapter tries 

to bring together scholarly work on social movements, the changing roles of animals in society, 

and the shifting grounds of visual representation in seeking social change, to provide a wide-

ranging context for understanding the significance of more specific contemporary forms of 

animal performance activism.              
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Part 1: Social Movements and Animal Performance Activism  

Historical Context of New Social Movements  

According to several scholars, the American civil rights movement of the 1950s established 

many of the contemporary ideals for what effective social action meant (Staggenborg 2008:43). 

The civil rights movement itself drew upon lessons learned from the mostly unsuccessful workers’ 

labour movements of the 1930s. In terms of political communication, understanding the power 

imbalance that was employed by the established institutions to shape both the news media and 

political opinion became a pivotal learning point for early activists (Amenta et al 2012:1082). The 

lessons of how to create communications that could overcome institutional power imbalance for 

influencing the public opinion appealed to social movement industries internationally and soon 

served as templates for many socio-politically orientated activists throughout the 1960s onwards 

(Staggenborg 2008:43). The motivations were as varied as the social movement sectors 

themselves, as imperial war weariness, the existential threat of nuclear weapons, rising 

environmental awareness and concern, and realities of social inequalities were all confronted en 

masse (Masquelier 2013:397). These were mass uprisings that, despite their wide range of 

immediate motivations and goals, were directly tied to the damages inflicted by the so-called 

‘golden age’ of capitalist development (Boltanski and Chiapello 1999 cited in Masquelier 

2013:395). One of the most prominent challenges to this ‘golden age’ happened during the 

American civil rights movement of the 1960s.  

 Though black Americans led the protests of the 1960s, many non-black figures were 

willing to mobilize for widely varying, and sometimes contradictory, reasons. Anti-capitalist ideals 

were prevalent, as many figures believed that it was the basic exploitative practices of industrial 

capitalism that perpetuated a system which suppressed minority populations (ibid:395). For them, 
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expanding rights to include those most vulnerable and afflicted would stand as a testament for 

social equality; a virtue they saw as impossible to achieve through capitalism. 

 One must also consider the context of the time of 1960s America, especially the prevailing 

ideological Cold War, within which American brand capitalism and Soviet brand communism 

were each in a struggle for international public opinion (Skrentny 1998:256). Because of these 

pressures, both internally from civil rights movements and externally from such international many 

American officials and elites were forced to support various civil rights measures, in fear they may 

lose any moral standing against the Soviet Union (Staggenborg 2008:46). Such large scale socio-

politics and the power of international pressure can be a conducive force for creating environments 

of concrete change (ibid). This potentially helps explain why, in the example of animal rights, 

there existed a century of minimal animal performance legislation, followed by a sudden decade 

of over 40 countries passing legislation. Nation-states take cues from one another and do not want 

to be ‘left behind’ or accused of being immoral relative to their peers (Mason 2012; Hilliard 2017).  

This acknowledges that momentum has to be understood as potentially arising through external 

international pressures, as well as from internal movements and more localized public opinion 

campaigns.  

 Regardless of the specifics behind the support, there developed “an entirely new student 

consciousness” known as the New Left that fueled activist action rallying against what they saw 

as limits and exploitative practices placed upon themselves and/or the oppressed in society (Ricard 

1994:114). These movements had visible effects internationally, as inspired organizations soon 

began mobilization in Canada, Britain, West Germany, France, Italy, and Japan (Staggenborg 

2008:50). Even though many of the direct movements did not last past 1970 due to a combination 

of increasing radicalization and violence from the fringes, a right-wing backlash, and government 
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repression, there remain clear lines of influence in twenty-first-century social movement 

organizations. The student-led uprisings created an enduring inspiration for mass organizing and 

questioning authority: 

 

One of the major effects of the student rebellion has been a generalized disrespect for 

arbitrary and exploitive authority among the 1968 and succeeding generations in the West, 

a lack of deference toward institutions and values that demean people and a noncomitant 

awareness of people’s rights (Fraser 1988:317 cited in Staggenborg 2008:51). 

 

Enduring symbols and iconography of social movements today consistently reference the 

formidable protests of the 1960s.  

 Entering the post-war civil rights era, resource mobilization theory came to dominate 

understandings of activism both by activists themselves and those studying them (Morris and 

Herring 1987 cited in Lievrouw 2011:46). A postindustrial, some would claim ‘postmodern’, age 

led to a transition from the grand organizational strategies of resource mobilization and helped 

usher in the current era of new social movements. Characterized by decentralized action and 

integration into everyday life, movements became essential symbols of self-definition (Lievrouw 

2011:47). Public outbursts of action, while still playing an essential role in activism, have been 

supplemented by strategies that maintain long-term engagement. By relying on “micro-

contributions” new social movements have created a “permanent campaign” that asks activists to 

be continually “propagandizing”, recruiting, communicating the movement, and displaying loyalty 

to the cause (Lievrouw 2011:155-7).   
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Theorizing Social Movements 

Social movement theorists primarily view them as vehicles for public expressions of frustration, 

unhappiness, or demands for social change. Considering social movements as contentious politics, 

Tarrow (1998: 4) defines social movements as “collective challenges, based on common purposes 

and social solidarities, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents and authorities” (cited in 

Staggenborg 2008:5). However, others such as Tilly (2004) view this definition as intentionally 

vague, suggesting it may lead to problematic categorizations where “one may see social 

movements everywhere” (Tilly 2004:10). For Tilly (20004: 3), social movements consist of 

sustained campaigns targeted against an authority (or authorities) and their interests. Scholars 

admit that it may be hard to distinguish between what counts as a social movement until after the 

fact. Without the characteristics referred to by Tarrow (1998), “collective, sustained, 

demonstrative, and targeted towards broad claims,” a movement would be better classified as a 

local political activity (Staggenborg 2008:3-4).  

 The proliferation of social movement organizations has led to what some scholars refer to 

as a broader ‘social movement sector’, where movements compete in a distinct social complete 

sector with opposition and counter movements (Staggenborg 2008:6). I have drawn extensively 

on Staggenborg’s (2008) terminology and distinctions throughout, acknowledging that 

organizations are not operating in a vacuum and that there is a reciprocal shaping between the 

broader social movement and specific social movements organizations. In the specific scenario of 

animal performance activism, issues of performativity would all exist within the social movement 

sector of ‘animal rights’. Contemporary organizations such as PETA, the Humane Society, and 

World Animal Protection, among others are some of the most influential social movement 

organizations within the social movements targeted against the animal performance industry, 
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which itself is operating within the sphere of the broader social movement of ‘animal welfare’. 

Attempting to disentangle specific organizations from these multiple, entangled social movements 

– in this specific case referring to animal welfare, animal rights, animal performance, anti-

exploitation, and more – that affect their mobilization is a consistent challenge within 

contemporary social movement theory (Tilly 1988 cited in Staggenborg 2008:20).  

 Within social movements there exists multiple organizations which often have a similar 

purpose or direction. However, they vary among their specific ideologies, strategies, and structural 

preferences for accomplishing their goals. These unique methods are what distinguishes them from 

each other. The result of this specification is often a narrowing or even fracturing of the social 

movement as networks become micro-politicized (Staggenborg 2008:29-35). A pertinent example 

of this can be seen in the animal welfare and animal rights social movements of today. Many 

members of these movements would oppose or remain apathetic to the demands of the social 

movements against the animal performance industry. These attitudes may come from differing 

prioritization of issues, definitions of welfare, or any number of personalized political issues.  

 Theorists continue to debate what it is that energizes or motivates individuals to join one 

social movement over another, or any at all. Olson (1965) first proposed that rational social actors 

will only participate in collective action if two incentives were met. The first being “selective 

incentives” which means participants expect there to be benefits that will only be made available 

to those that participate in the social movement. The second incentive, according to Olson (1965), 

was “small group situation” (cited in Staggenborg 2008:30) The small group situation referred to 

a belief that individuals would only participate if they felt the movement itself was small enough 

that their contribution would have a sizeable impact (ibid). While a useful starting point, flaws 

with Olson's theory became apparent as the study of social movements developed. Non-tangible 
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incentives have since been accounted for and are argued to be as equally influential to Olson’s 

material incentives. The internalized benefits that are existent from imperceptible or incalculable 

incentives have been understood as equally meaningful in understanding social movement theory. 

The primary of these incentives being solidary, purposive, and selective which are all closely 

related. Solidary incentives come from being able to associate oneself with a group. Purposive 

incentive is the sense of satisfaction that manifests from contributing to a worthwhile cause. 

Selective incentives are derived from the meaningful identity-sharing that only members of a 

movement can partake in (Wilson 1973; McAdam and Friedman 1992 cited in Staggenborg 

2008:29-30). Understanding incentives as motivating actions help social movement theorists 

understand how creators and audiences engage with one another and the strategies that can be 

employed in their social conversation. Motivations influence the level of individual engagement 

and the power of the surrounding social networks, and as such is necessary with more extensive 

social movement theories of collective action as it develops into resource mobilization.  

 Collective behaviour theory focuses on the individual actors within social movements and 

the emotions, values, and goals presented by an outpouring of active participation. It is a “macro 

emphasis on social disorganization and [a] micro stress on isolation and marginality” (McAdam 

2003:282). By emphasizing the individuals in a larger context, collective behaviour theory 

suggests that social movements rely heavily on outbreaks - emotions that went viral or a contagion-

like infectious spreading of action (Lievrouw 2011:152). This theory suggests that social 

movements ‘happen’ through irrational, spontaneous actions rather than through any concentrated 

planned effort. The result of this being a less stable, more emotionally charged series of actions 

rather than a necessarily coordinated struggle. This caused debate among scholars looking at social 

movements in the 1960s onwards as democratic and identity-based social movements was 
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challenged as being harmful towards the goal of positive social change by acting outside of the 

established political infrastructure (Marx 2012:138). However, collective behaviour theory instead 

views social movements, as “politics by other means” and striving for political goals through 

necessary innovative activity (Gamson 1975 cited in Marx 2012:138).  

 The objects of social movement contention are often deeply entrenched within the society 

and commonly return, at least in some sense, to crises caused by capitalism. It is the power 

available to financially successful industries – through exclusive access to state institutions such 

as police and media – that enables them to survive almost any short burst of emotion-based social 

movements (Soule 2012:1726). The success of social movements relies on sustained pressure; 

therefore, it stands to reason that only those causes that can collect the most, of an increasingly 

divided struggle for resources, will be able to influence lasting change (Golhasani and Hosseinirad 

2016:4). That is why the movements that coalesce around defining social-cultural objects are the 

ones able to produce the most significant support. Some examples of these may be occupation-

based activism in a post-industrial environment, identity politics, or anti-capitalist movements. 

Attaching movements to any of these defining issues has proven to be a reliable strategy in 

reaching new audiences (Staggenborg 2008:39-40).  

 

Connective Action and Personalized Politics 

 Bennet and Segerberg (2012) proposed a new theory for understanding how social actors 

and social movement organizations could create strong social ties of participation. They 

hypothesized the significance of encouraging greater personalization within the collective 

movement membership. They identified two particularly important aspects of “personalized 

communication” necessary for the large-scale connective action formations that social movement 
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organizations have come to rely on. The first is easily personalized political content (Bennet and 

Segerberg 2012:745). This involves keeping messaging and branding from organizers vague to 

remain inclusive. The slogan ‘we are the 99%’ would be an example of this as it takes little 

persuasion to convince one that they are in the 99% group, and remains “inclusive of different 

personal reasons for contesting a situation that needs to be changed” (ibid). The second key 

strategy for connective action is enabling individualized action, when asking participants to spread 

the message (ibid 745). New media technologies such as tweets, texts, YouTube videos, and 

Snapchats all allow for the sharing of personal identity while still expressing their involvement 

within a collective social movement organization.  When considering this, young people’s 

engagement with social movement sectors appears to have shifted from collective, tangible activity 

to connective, online discourse (Staggenborg 2008:4-7). This change requires more examination. 

The contemporary debate amongst scholars concerns what specific role connective action plays 

(Ristovska 2016:1034-5). Is it a case of connectivity acting as a replacement of more traditional 

collective action, a reinforcement of collective themes but in a different medium, or does it 

formulate an entirely novel understanding of political engagement?  

 To understand the phenomenon, several theorists have analyzed the framework of 

citizenship norms, defined as “attitudes and values pertaining to how democracy functions, and 

specifically, how citizens relate to the political world” (Vromen et al. 2015:81-2). There is recent 

evidence suggesting a reprioritization of traditional citizenship norms by younger generations (ibid 

82). Traditional avenues of expression such as voting, political party membership, and 

disseminating knowledge through print media no longer appeal in the same way within the new 

‘personalized politics’ (Loader 2007:8-18; Amnå and Ekman 2013:270). In this sense, 

personalized politics have come to replace the collective ‘identity politics’ that stemmed from the 
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new social movements of the 1960s (Bennett 2012:20). Social life, enabled partly through the 

proliferation of social media and personal communication technologies, has become increasingly 

personal. Enhanced and facilitated like never before, the personal is now networked such that 

“[w]hile individuals may be at the centre of their own universes, those universes can be very large 

thanks to the social networking potential of ubiquitous communication technologies” (ibid:22). 

This has arguably facilitated a decline in older group loyalties, furthering social divisions and 

enabling a culture where social actors can act depending on one’s point of view (ibid:36). New 

handheld technologies and social media are used as the driver of large-scale “individualized 

collectives” within social and political organizations and to open new forms of discussion beyond 

the previously established discourse (ibid:37).  

 The new sphere of social activism happens, scholars say, through digital networking and 

consumer activity (Bang 2005; Dalton 2008). Following from personalized politics, personal 

lifestyle and consumption choices have become the epicentre of individualized activism (Cherry 

et al. 2011:232). Often considered an extension of “clicktivism”, personal boycotts, or voting with 

your fork/wallet/attendance, serve as an opportunity for consumers to act as citizens, socially 

conscious and willing to act based on their collective individual principles (Glickman 2009: xi). 

Making purposeful consumption decisions may occur where there exists free market ‘choice’. The 

contemporary world is full of consumer activists, whether they would self-declare as partaking in 

social movements or not. For example, the term “consumption identities” has been used to observe 

groups where physical consumption practices are seen as being emblematic of one’s values 

(Cherry et al. 2011:233). An example of this consumer activism would be the vegan movement 

(Cherry 2006) and the straight-edge community (Haenfler 2004). This this notion of citizen-

consumers, or consumer activism, is significant for what follows, as it remains a crucial component 
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in the realm of animal performativity. Indeed, contemporary advertisements and campaigns by 

animal performance social movement organizations and individuals are primarily aimed toward 

shaping the actions of individual consumers, rather than towards those who own and operate the 

animal performance industries.  

 Following this line of thought, Amnå and Ekman (2013) suggest that the connective nature 

of new activism has created “standby citizens” where young people are constantly engaged and 

informed through peer interaction (262). These standby citizens are always on alert, showing a 

“particular combination of political interest, trust, and inclination to participate (ibid). When 

studied from above and afar unengaged citizens appear to be the same as ‘passive’ standby citizens, 

but there are clear differences that some argue make passive standby citizens beneficial to 

democracy (ibid 277). Amnå and Ekman’s study of young people’s engagement/citizenship 

competency scores, citizenship orientation/political activity scores, and social group/political 

activity attempts to quantify differences between standby citizens and engaged citizens (2013:73-

6). The effectiveness of these passive standby citizens is still a cause for much social debate (Stoker 

2010:51; Amnå and Zetterberg 2010 cited in Amnå and Ekman 2013:277). Within this thesis, 

however, the aim is to focus on the audience viewing and the intent behind content creation, rather 

than act as an arbiter of discourse effectiveness at changing opinions. 

 

Part 2: Sociology of Non-Human Animals  

 In this section, I will aim to elucidate how the concept of ‘the animal’ has been developed 

within the field of sociology. The first section will lead the reader through a brief account of the 

challenges animal studies face within sociology, presenting Franklin’s (1999) defining piece on 

the post-modern turn and sociological animal study. The result of this on how traditional 
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micrological and macrological sociological research is conducted, leads into the second discussion 

of specific theoretical approaches to the construction of human/animal relations. These 

formulations are important to acknowledge for any research that aims to identify and unpack 

changing human/animal understandings and representations.  

Animals in Sociological Thought  

 The history of non-human animal study within sociology is a relatively short one. There is 

no classical theoretical equivalent to Marx or Weber concerning how animals fit into (human) 

societal structures. Sociology has, as a discipline, shown little inclination to enter centuries-long 

debates held by philosophers, biologists, psychologists, lawyers, among others. Social scientist 

Hillary Tovey notes, “to read most sociological texts, one might never know that society is 

populated by non-human as well as human animals” (2003:197). Tovey and others (Jamieson 

1998; Catton and Dunlap 1978; Mullin 1999) show how the social sciences construct society as, 

above all else, the dynamic system existing as solely human-to-human interactions. This may be 

due to a “broader tendency to narrowly equate the social world with living humans” (Hobson-West 

2007:24). Sociology is often accused of holding a strong ethnocentric bias, treating it as “self-

evident that only living human can be social actors” (Lindermann 2005:69), even though historical, 

archeological, and anthropological research has made clear that “plants, animals or the deceased 

can also occupy the position of a social actor” (ibid). A historical example of a society accepting 

animals as social actors exists between the late thirteenth and early eighteenth century in much of 

Europe. In the case of crimes, animals were treated as responsible actors, where their official trials 

would not differ from those held against humans. Well-educated adults of the time holding the 

reputable office of judiciaries believed animals could be mindful actors (Berkenhoff 1937 cited in 
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Lindermann 2005:75). This reinforces Bain’s assertion that the dividing line between animals and 

humans’ culture is “vague and arbitrary” (1928 cited in Wilkie and McKinnon 2013:19). 

Jamieson goes further, accusing social scientists of accepting a form of “species-level 

solipsism, where the self-directed material existence of animals, animal minds, and anything other 

than the human-created social world is treated as suspect, or with a common agnosticism toward 

factual claims about a reality beyond that which exists in human minds” (Jamieson 1998 cited in 

York and Longo 2017:38). Arnold Arluke (2002) argues that sociologists affiliated with oppressed 

groups of people are resistant to including animal sociology for both socially conscious, and 

professionally motivated reasons. Professionally, academic sociology is inarguably a competitive 

marketplace and introducing specialty groups to study animal rights further cuts into ever-

tightening budget allocations and academic placements. From a broader, perhaps less cynical 

perspective, it may also be a lingering feeling that speciesism is a second-tier issue; one to be 

addressed after humankind's’ other discriminations have been treated. By expanding sociology to 

include speciesism, it is perhaps seen as an act that “trivializes the very notion of oppression”, 

thereby cheapening or discounting their own experiences (Arluke 2002:370). 

 Prior to the 1970s, there are only cursory social scientific accounts of non-human animals. 

In a relatively obscure article from 1928, The Culture of Canines: A note on subhuman sociology, 

Read Bain notes that the “denial of culture to subhuman animals is probably a phase of 

anthropocentrism” (cited in Wilkie and McKinnon 2013:19). Bain had informally suggested that 

the inclusion of animal sociology should be produced alongside the human-centric discipline. 

However, it would take fifty years before human-animal relations registered within the discipline 

in any substantive form (ibid). One of the defining pieces would take the form of Clifton Bryant’s 

(1979) influential work urging to sociologists to remember that “[our] social enterprise is not 
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composed of humans alone” (399). It was this paper, The Zoological Connection, that generated 

the notion of interspecies sociology.  

 As sociologists began to account for animal actors, they first had to explain why the 

discipline had neglected them in the first place. As a post-enlightenment discipline concerned with 

the development of modernity, it has in many ways reproduced the sharp boundaries between 

‘nature’ and ‘culture’ established partly through the growth of modern science (Latour 1993; 

Michael 2001:212). An increase in urbanization and the resulting loss of regular direct contact 

with animals and nature further exacerbated the contrast (Thomas 1983 cited in Hobson-West 

2007:25-6). Franklin (1999) argues that such boundaries have been reconfigured as part of a shift 

from modernity to post-modernity. He identified three processes that have brought animals back 

into the scope of social attention. The first is the growth of hostile attitudes. As the potential for 

humans to destroy or radically alter the environment became more apparent, so too was the 

understanding that human interests were no longer unique. More people, academics and laypersons 

alike, he argued, saw that it had “became possible therefore to identify with animals under 

conditions of common adversity” (Franklin 1999:55). From crises of ozone depletion, rising sea 

levels, and climate change it has become apparent that humans are having a detrimental effect on 

more than just other humans in society.  

 A secondary process is the development of ontological insecurity associated with the side-

effects of late or post-modernity. With personal ties such as marriages weakening and becoming 

less ‘morally reliable’, Franklin points to the importance of animals as, “substitute love objects 

and companions precisely because they can be involved in enduring relations of mutual 

dependency” (1999:57). Franklin posits that the value of ‘companion animals’ opens the door for 

a rethinking of all animal relationships. Finally, with the role of the expanding “risk society”, the 
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reach of human culture extends further into the domains of nature, both intentionally and 

unintentionally. There becomes “no wilderness or perhaps no nature since everything everywhere 

is subject to human control” (Franklin 199: 59). Whether animals are protected or killed, trained 

to perform or kept as loving companions, they are all dependent upon human culture and thus are 

intrinsically part of the society of their time. 

  By giving more legitimacy to non-human animals, sociology must evaluate how it will 

impact existing social institutions. The idea that power is knowledge is indeed a staple of the 

human experience, “[i]n the animal kingdom, the rule is, eat or be eaten; in the human kingdom, 

define or be defined” (Szasz 1973 cited in MacCormack 2014:28). It stands to reason than that 

scholars would be concerned about the consequences of who is defined, by whom, and by which 

categories. Maher (2012) evaluates the various legal perspectives that must necessarily be 

considered whenever there is a reorganizing of societal attitudes. A redrawing of the speciesist line 

has already taken place as nation-states reconsider the nature of personhood based on new 

scientific discoveries and rational principles (Maher 2012:32). Switzerland, Czech Republic, New 

Zealand, Spain, Balearic Islands, and India have all been frontrunners in granting certain animals 

– primarily great apes, but also dolphins, whales and octopi in certain cases (ibid:32-35).  

 Sociological theories were undoubtedly developed on the assumption that they were for 

analyzing humans. In 2006, however, the Animal/Human Study Group within the British 

Sociological Association, formally changed the domain of sociology. By incorporating and 

adapting animal studies, sociologists aimed to expand their understanding of the world. Animality 

studies, sociology scholars argued, were focused on the human construction of animals while 

sociology allowed for “developing and clarifying approaches to research that allow for an 

examination of the animals of the world, that is, the actual animals that exist and are not reducible 
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to what humans think about them” (York and Longo 2017:35). Either lacking cohesive cultures in 

the same way humans do (or having one so varied as to be not-reliably understood well enough to 

study at this point) and having no language (or at least none that can be properly interpreted) has 

encouraged sociologists to broaden their “methodological landscape”, allowing several reforms, 

new ideas and expressions (York and Longo 2017:39). Ethnography has been redeveloped, notably 

by Malone et al. (2014) who adapted a socio-centric method that would previously rely on 

symbolic interpretation and interviews to examine a silvery gibbon population. Using long-term 

analysis and careful observation the research was conducted not just from a human perspective but 

by considering the gibbons as “actors affected by and affecting” ecological conditions, human 

institutions, and their own lived experiences (Malone et al 2014:34). This new form of 

ethnography, sometimes referred to as ‘political ethology’ has clear links to unintentional 

originators of the field Jane Goodall (1986), Biruté Galdikas (1995) and Dian Fossey (1983) who 

engaged in long-term participatory ethnographies with animal populations (York and Longo 

2017:40). 

 Other scholars would prefer to examine the grand theoretical structure and how animals 

fit into macrosociological theory or narrative history. In popular science, Diamond (1999) argues 

that the existence, or lack thereof, of animals that could be domesticated in a society was a 

determining factor in the range of societal development differences between Eurasian societies and 

the Americas. More recently, Mikhail (2013) postulated the importance of domesticated animal 

labour in Ottoman-controlled Egypt, and Jones (2013) examined how whale migratory patterns 

affected the entire history of human travel in the North Pacific. This historical analysis recognizes 

that over time a key ‘innovator’ throughout human history has been the presence and actions of 

animal actors. These new understandings of the role of animals has created “conceptual 
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reorientations” used to create empirical models that are well used in the “rich quantitative macro-

comparative tradition” (York and Longo 2017:42).  

Developments in the Rethinking of Animal/Human Relationships 

 The role of animals in positions of performance-based entertainment has garnered a variety 

of responses from sociologists. In this regard, feminist writings have much value to add to the 

interspecies intersection. Hovorka (2015) expands upon prior influential work by Birke (2002, 

2004) and Clark (2012) to argue that feminist studies have much to offer animal study as it already 

“exposes and challenges social hierarchies, endeavours to make better science and advocates for 

justice and equality” (Hovorka 2015:2). Feminist writing is, at its core, dedicated to combatting 

objectification and exploitation. Thus, it seems a natural, powerful ally, uniquely positioned to 

address many issues faced by animals in performance roles (Gaard 2012:520-1). Further, a feminist 

perspective   “offers an opportunity to embrace all sorts of bodies and embodied lives as legitimate 

and meaningful sites of knowledge production” (Horvorka 2015:9). Drawing upon Judith Butler’s 

(1990, 1993) development of performativity as key for feminist theorizing of queer perspectives 

Birke et al. (2004) examine the role of biology in reinforcing segregation, finding great similarity 

between the power relations of the noun ‘animal’ and the verbal form ‘queer’. Animality, like 

queerness, is created on biological assumptions created by scientific forms of knowledge (Birke et 

al. 2004:167). In both cases the word “does cultural work both for those inside and outside specific 

communities, marking borders for both” (ibid:170). These words can be manipulated and shifted 

according to provisional linguistic boundaries, entirely dependent upon the context. An example 

of such flexibility in what it means to be animal can be seen through when we apply similarities. 

Animals are argued to be like humans when speaking of evolution and justifying animal testing, 

but are argued to be dissimilar when justifying their use and exploitation.  
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 A second issue sociologists have come to deal with, even if they want to include animals 

within sociology, is facing charges of paternalism (Munro 2005). This is certainly not a new 

accusation for academics attempting to study the disadvantaged. To acknowledge animal agency 

while simultaneously ‘speaking for’ animals may be an open contradiction. It is a worthy point of 

criticism, though may be connected to the “linguicentric” nature of sociology put forth, and widely 

adopted since, by G.H. Mead (Wilkie and McKinnon 2013). Consistently, the development of 

animal rights and anti-cruelty laws are studied as centrally part of what Norbert Elias called a 

‘civilizing process’ intended to discipline and exert control over the working class, rather than as 

an attempt to extend humanitarian efforts toward animals themselves (Tester 1991 cited in 

Cudworth 2015:3). By contrast, recognizing “kinesthetic empathy”, non-verbal communication, 

and the relation of bodies in physical spaces may be a necessary formula to move past 

linguicentricities in animal sociology (Konecki 2005:3).  

 The representations of animals as either ‘social actors’ or as ‘passive objects’ in society 

has relevant implications on many levels. Their use as a support network, in a companion or 

supporting role, in labs as test subjects, as a fashion accessory and food products, “from predation 

to parasitism, to partnership” are all interactions that must be negotiated by every human society 

daily (Knight & Herzog 2009:451). This has long been a contentious issue, both inter- and intra-

culturally as the specifics of speciesism come with no universal consensus. Religious beliefs 

(Burghardt 2009:500), class division (Nisha 2017), modern humanitarianism (Carmeli 2002), and 

scientific knowledge (D’Silva and Turner 2012) all have histories of questioning and disrupting 

dominant normative conceptions in specific societies. Several scholars connect how societies think 

about animals to other human concerning issues such as the psychology of neglect and anxiety 

(Goldenberg et al. 2001 cited in Knight and Herzog 2009:454), links between animal violence and 
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increased patterns of violence (Knight and Herzog 2009:452), incidences of psychopathy (Arluke 

2002 cited in ibid:455) and development of moral intuition and tolerant moral judgement (Haidt 

2007 cited in Knight and Herzog 2009:455). 

 In sum, any sociology that does not account for the natural world, and its new negotiations 

of place, misses properly understanding what has become a primary driving force for many 

people’s social actions (Knight and Herzog 2009:457) as well as concern for macro-level concerns 

for the shifting world as environmental politics will increasingly become a more pressing issue 

(Dobson 2016:108-112). Significantly, in contemporary society direct experience of the natural 

world is a limited commodity where increased modernization has often created a disconnect 

between urban-dwellers and constructs of nature (Ferreira 2017:16), and as such many people rely 

on representations for their knowledge. In the next section, I will examine the literature on the 

forms these representations of animals and nature take, and most importantly the effects of 

strategic visuality and witnessing on audiences.  

 

Part 3: Visuality, Witnessing, and Activism    

 I will now take a step back to examine how representing animals visually in wider society 

has developed and why it is significant. Within this thesis, I propose that images provide the most 

consistently accessible means for delivering the message of a social organization over time. With 

the development of more efficient printing technologies companies began relying more heavily on 

visual-based advertisements to convey representational meanings to audiences (Guo and Feng 

2017:60). Representational meaning refers to “the relationship acted between participants, things, 

animation settings, and viewers” which can be understood as advertisers allowing visuals to do the 

‘work’ of narrative exchange for the audience (ibid). Vinnari and Laine (2015), among others 
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(Boiral 2013; Cho and Patten 2007; Spence 2009),argue that the actions of traditionally organized 

counter-hegemonic discourse are often analogous to advertisements. To this end, we can see the 

use of images by activists as efficient use of multi-modal messaging to be utilized by social 

movement sectors.  

 Contemporary society has shown complete domination and dominion over the animal 

world. Today, “animals in visual culture seem profoundly malleable, almost infinitely versatile. 

The absence of fixed, meaningful identities facilitates their dizzying transformation into whatever 

it is people want them to be” (Malamud 2012:3). They belong and ‘go’ where people decide they 

should be which really can be understood as meaning they truly belong nowhere. The existence of 

animals has become heavily framed, burdened with a script for our desires (ibid). Malamud (2012) 

attempts to disentangle the visual representation animals find themselves bound to, challenging 

the representations as inherently without consent and exploitative, as an antithesis to any 

authenticity and ‘natural frame’, and as another form of Foucault’s interpretation of vision of the 

subject equating power over the object (ibid:2-9). Distinguishing between animals based on their 

usage in various visual categories: ‘zoos’, ‘film’, ‘photographic’, ‘weird’, ‘pornographic’, and 

‘famous’, Malamud (2012) acknowledges the different framing techniques and analyzes the 

differing underlying messages regarding our control over them based on the purpose of their usage.  

 Kalof and Amthor similarly have examined the role of one widely influential publication, 

National Geographic, in how their influence is wielded to ‘show off’ some aspects of animality 

and disguise or ignore others (2010:166-7). Their study showed “animals as dangerous and 

disruptive to humans and their property’ was the primary theme found in the representation of 

problem animals in the magazine over the 20th century” (ibid:168). The findings of their research 

suggest that such publications “function as both mirrors and shapers of public opinion” (ibid:174). 
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Animals such as domestic pit bulls, birds sick with the avian flu, deer in human civilization, and 

the orca, all have direct ‘familiar’ narratives attached to them that pick up on what the public 

‘wanted’ to be told, thus reinforcing public opinion (ibid: 172-4). The media portrayals of animal 

species have direct consequences on the question of welfare and what is considered proper 

treatment (Kalor and Amthor 2010:174). Most obviously an animal represented as a ‘beast’ may 

not evoke the same compassion and empathy as an animal that is represented to the public as being 

docile or cute.  Many of these representations are drawn from popular science. Animal welfare 

activists from the latter-half of the twentieth century have attempted to subvert the discourse of 

science in drawing a baseline level of awareness needed for baseline levels of well-being. As 

biologists informed the public which animals were like us or which were ‘smart’, this became a 

respected measure of what welfare meant for each animal species (Swart 2010:241; Weil 

2012:148; Yearley 1991:185). The discourse created by many social movement organizations 

concerned with animal welfare asks consumers to consider “do we take science too seriously?” 

(D’Silva and Turner 2012:50). Allowing scientists to define and represent animal welfare rights 

misses the social aspect of the animality, it is argued. By attempting to move cultural values beyond 

deference to science the social movements can open greater discussion towards animal sentience 

towards an understanding that cannot be reliably measured in a lab setting (D’Silva and Turner 

2012).  

 A fundamental concern for animal welfare activists is understanding the current framing 

of animal welfare discourse. Nisha (2017) explores the consequences of a landmark 1991 legal 

battle that resulted in banning of certain wild animal species from being trained and forced to 

perform in India, breaking a nearly 150-year-old circus industry. In the buildup to the High Court’s 

decision animal rights, NGOs constructed an image delegitimizing the circus as an ‘other’, separate 
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from the others human created animal homes of zoos, sanctuaries, national parks and protected 

forests (Nisha 2017:250). By operating within communities and from a ground level organization 

such as PETA, the International Organization for Animal Protection in India (OIPA), and the 

SPCA could capitalize on a swelling collective feeling that Indians wanted to distance themselves 

from the English colonial laws. The colonial government had promoted hunting as ‘manly’, issued 

cash awards for those who killed animals, and referred to India’s wild animals as a “scourge to be 

wiped out” (ibid:232). Though this legal decision was disastrous for thousands of circus employees 

and animal trainers, animal rights activists in India successfully attached a narrative that “animals 

are part of the working class” as “animal rights movements are part of the working-class 

movement, for their formations have always been linked” (Hribal 2003:453 cited in Nisha 

2017:262). By tapping into public responses regarding the regional caste system, the intense 

emotions still evoked by colonialist rule, and creating a sympathetic connection between exploited 

animals and workers, Indian animal welfare activists could create a movement powerful enough 

to force the state to take the circus to trial and eventually win.  

 Continuing with Nisha’s (2017) examination of early anti-circus mobilization, Carmeli 

(2002) explores the British roots of the industry; which also serves as the early hotbed of anti-

performance opposition in the Western world. The animal performance industry has a diverse 

history, being a form of parallel thought in many cultures world wide. One such case that has 

become one of the most common forms of animal performance is the modern circus. Circuses as 

we would recognize it today were popularized in Britain in 1742 with the travelling fair parading 

both human and animal ‘freaks’ (Speaight 1980; Nisha 2017). These were distinct from modern 

entertainment but serve as a basis from which the contemporary Western model grew. By the mid-

1970s these shows came under increasing criticism of animal mistreatment. This was a progression 
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of protests and legal initiatives carried out by the RSPCA since the late nineteenth century (Carmeli 

2002:75). The RSPCA, rather than rousing the public through historical appeals and personal 

relatability as in India, performed demonstrations to make themselves visible to circus attendees. 

Photographs of “hurtful practice instruments and ‘unnatural’ performing postures were 

distributed” to people walking into the show to evoke uncomfortable impressions and perhaps take 

some enjoyment away from the spectacle (ibid).  

 The circuses fought back, urging for a ‘scientific’ debate over questions of animal cruelty. 

This argument would benefit the circus, because there was no particularly enforceable definition 

of cruelty. What the RSPCA was prompting was simply “what it is that a growing number of 

people perceive and experience as such” (2002:77). The animal acts had never been seen as cruelty 

by the circus, but by allowing the public to “perceive and experience” the treatment of animals, 

the RSPCA had created a ‘spectacle’ where all was exposed and put forth for judgement in the 

court of public opinion (ibid). To the public viewing a show, with no behind the scenes knowledge, 

the animals performing are both “objectified and de-realized, reduced, in part, to animals’ 

signifiers” (Goodman 1976 cited in Carmeli 2002:82). The de-realized animals appear to the 

audience as though their bodies are a spectacle belonging to Nature; as a spectacle for the 

metaphorical Nature that they have been longing to reconnect with. By “totalizing the play” and 

revealing the entire spectacle that is the animals’ life their “really real selves are conjured and 

‘disclosed’ through the spectators facing the spectacle of the played bodies of circus animals” 

(Carmeli 2002:83).  

 Using visual images to mobilize, antagonize, spark debate, or spread information is 

certainly not a solely twenty-first-century phenomenon. The use of photographic images in diverse 

media formats dates to at least the 1840s, and before then recreations and representations in the 
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form of drawings, paintings, cartoons, charcoal art are as old as human storytelling itself (Chaudun 

2010). Still, scholars have acknowledged the contemporary technology and communication culture 

have created an environment where visual representations hold greater power within mediated 

public discourse (Kalof and Amthor 2010:174). No image can be chosen apolitically, just as there 

is no ‘view from nowhere’, any visual representation incorporates ideology and subtext. The power 

of visibilities has been used strategically in many different politicized contexts and examined under 

a critical light to understand the impact. 

 The question of animal and nature in visual culture has been subject to critical examination. 

Environmental insights often rely on the act of seeing to make nature ‘intelligible’ (Braun and 

Castree 1998:19). For example, in A Sand County Almanac, Leopold (1949) explains in detail what 

he believed to be the importance of imagery in supporting the formation of environmental ethics 

among his readers: 

 

An ethic to supplement and guide the economic relation to land presupposes the 

existence of some mental image of land as a biotic mechanism. We can be ethical only 

in relation to something we can see, feel, understand, love, or otherwise have faith in 

(1949 cited in Ito 2008:131). 

  

Leopold’s strategy has since been critiqued for being too simplistic. Images such as Leopold’s 

often rely on a “biological literacy” and must be supported with previous contextual knowledge 

(Callicott 1989:241). In addition, animal imagery is often accused of perpetuating ideological 

stereotypes, which can attempt to dictate “how animals should be seen” [emphasis added] rather 

than as an accurate “reflection of reality” (Baker 1993:223). Despite the problematic nature of 
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capturing images of animals, or perhaps because of it, images of animals in captivity are often a 

battleground of iconocentric strategies, with multiple people attempting to control the narrative 

(Ito 2008:120-1). Early animal welfare advocates in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries used visual strategies to demonstrate “qualities of human-ness” (Fudge 2002:10 cited in 

Cronin 2011:205). Though this anthropomorphic viewing of nonhuman human-ness has 

repeatedly been rejected as a legitimate viewing, this has still maintained the ability to create swells 

of interest and empathy for animals among the public (Cronin 2011:206). What could be 

considered memes of the day were essential in the development of animal rights movements. 

Representations allowed for a blurring of the boundaries between species and bringing into 

question the way people treated the hidden or voiceless animals (ibid:221). 

Social Media Visuality and Witnessing  

 Studies critically evaluating the visual representations used in contemporary animal 

performance activism are relatively limited. However, there are some comparable studies across 

other domains that provide useful conceptual resources. One of the most influential studies 

regarding contemporary visibilities comes from Chouliaraki and Stolic (2017) as they analyze 

the various potential discourses that are presented by European news outlets with regards to the 

2015 Syrian refugee crisis. This empirical study looked at a seven-month period in 2015 and 

constructed “a typology of visibilities of the ‘crisis’, each of which situates refugees within a 

different regime of visibility and claim to action” (Chouliaraki and Stolic 2017:1162). Through 

their categorizations, Chouliaraki and Stolic found five dominant discourses used by media 

sources.  

 The first category is made up of images that depict refugees of a “mass of unfortunates” 

(Boltanski 1999 cited in Chouliaraki and Stolic 2017:1167). This situates the refugees as 
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embodied, biological life. The bodies are dehumanized and instead made political, situating the 

relationship between refugee and European civilian as one of “generalized pity” (ibid). The 

second category of representation presents visibility as empathy. This perspective favours 

interpersonal relationships and the emotion behind them (Chouliaraki and Stolic 2017:1168). The 

most iconic example of this representation being that of Alan Kurdi, the young immigrant boy 

pictured dead; washed up on shore in Greece in late 2015. Kurdi’s image, it is argued, 

encouraged a moralized empathy and charitable response. Only two months after images of 

Kurdi brought about international empathy, the November 2015 attacks in Paris created the fuel 

for mainstream media sources to show off the third category of representation: visibility as a 

threat (ibid:1169). Displays of threatening young males, crying or fleeing vulnerable populations, 

and media using “animalistic references to ‘swarms’, ‘flocks’ or ‘cockroaches” (ibid) feed from 

and perpetuate global and nation-state insecurities. The final categorization made by Chouliaraki 

and Stolic consists of two subsets. Visibility as self-reflexivity, characterized either by celebrity 

benevolence or social media’s playful reflexivity (ibid). Celebrity benevolence relies upon 

‘important’ societal figures transferring symbolic cultural capital from themselves towards the 

anonymous suffering to raise awareness and resources for them (Sandvick 2010:291). The 

idolization, global recognition and built-in media following that celebrities have, acts to 

glamourize compassion, inviting fans to emulate their public displays of empathy. Social media 

imagery, on the other hand, treats visualization as a canvas, where original pictures and 

depictions can be reproduced, added to and enhanced (Chouliaraki and Stolic 2017:1171). 

 This examination is not trying to label a ‘best’ representation, but merely trying to 

contribute to the discussion of the conditions that allow such image categorizations to exist, the 

relationships at stake, and what they reveal about the humanity of the social actors (ibid:1174).  
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Whether these are strategies of massification, vilification, infantilization, marginalization or 

aestheticisation, the refugee appears in Western spaces of publicity as a deeply ambivalent 

figure: a body-in-need, a powerless child, a racial ‘other’, a linguistic token or a sentimental 

drawing (Chouliaraki and Stolic 2017:1173). These symbolic representations have enduring 

characteristics that are not unique to Europe, refugee culture, or 2015, but this serves as a sharp 

take from which lessons can be transferred, indirectly, to issues of how animal performativity 

activism is visually represented.  

Memes and Contemporary Activism  

 One way in which people have come to feel connected through their online interactions is 

using internet memes. The term ‘meme’ is one which has been near fully appropriated by media 

studies and popular internet culture. Originating in part from Blackmore’s (1999) The Meme 

Machine where she built upon Dawkins (1976) as a way of offering explanations for numerous 

psychological questions. These early works considered meme as a term of genetics, considering 

processes of competition, inheritance, and which genes are most effectively able to replicate 

(Kelly 1994 cited in McGregor 2014:3). This definition found its uses in media research, being 

able to be both retroactively applied to campaigns that depended on replication and inheritance 

(Cronin 2013), but particularly in the contemporary period as social media became a dominant 

mode of communication. Replication became a necessary ingredient in being seen or heard in an 

overwhelmingly crowded audience with ‘shares’ and ‘retweets’ often seen as validation or, at the 

least, as something worthwhile being shown or said (Gerlitz and Helmond 2013:1350). Media 

theorists have more effectively built from Aunger’s (2002) work which has taken over the term 

to fit a new definition of content that has gone ‘viral’ through social media (cited in Kien 

2013:555). This has become the de facto metaphor for social media users and theorists to 
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describe content that would appear to have almost become a force on its own “jump[ing] from 

one site of hosted information to numerous others, like a cold virus jumps from one human body 

to numerous other bodies” (Kien 2013:555). However, online content is not acting with agency 

but instead relies on social actors to engage with and participate in its own virality. As opposed 

to traditional media power consolidation being in the hands of the very few, “every person who 

decides to repost [when something goes viral] is a mass media mogul” (Kien 2013:558).   

 Memes, in the online context, may include the more immediately recognizable forms of 

visual imagery, pictures, representations, and videos, while also including the relatively new 

development of gifs, image macros, and boomerangs. Visuals are not the only use of memes. 

Recurring phrases, hashtags, website links, the community's inside jokes and many other 

assorted forms of online activity could be included as examples of this cultural phenomenon. 

These are often used in a politicized discourse, as a response to a political object (Wesch 

2011:17-8). To what extent the use of memes affects social relations and activist culture is one of 

considerable debate among scholars (Reardon 2013; Kleinman 2013), with some scholars 

preferring to use the more general concepts of personal action frames and collective action 

frames (Bennett and Segerberg 2012:747). Others argue that the meme culture and the 

pervasiveness of the online shareable conversation has become a defining feature of new media 

activism. The contemporary network of a connected media culture creates a “virtual, simulacra-

based environment that is uniquely different from the earth’s physical environment, and yet is 

profoundly part of our normal everyday experiences” (Kien 2013:555). In this virtual 

environment, it is arguably the case that users can reassign and freely manipulate meanings 

(ibid), unlike in more stable print-based visuals. The implications of this have been discussed 

within scholarship on political satire and social media activism in authoritarian regimes (Lim, 
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2013; Miazhevich 2015), showing how on the one hand those in power can no longer singularly 

control the use of their imagery, but on the other hand such online activism is consistently in 

danger of being lost among the forest, with clicks coming in “too fast, too thin, and too many” to 

generate lasting behavioural changes (Lim 2013: 653-4).  

The dominant way in which online political action occurs online is with “social buttons” (Gerlitz 

and Helmond 2013). Social buttons facilitate clicktivism as they allow new media users to: 

“share, recommend, like or bookmark content, posts and pages across various social media 

platforms” (ibid:1351). This is often how the public shows engagement when producers create 

and post visual activist content online. The creation and publishing of the visual political meme, 

the original tweet or Facebook post from an activist organization, for example, is not the social 

button, or act of clicktivism, but the ‘favourite’, ‘retweet’, ‘react’, and ‘share’ buttons all are. 

They allow individual users to express their engagement with the discourse being put forward 

publicly, and the usually – but not necessarily – implied support that goes along with the 

conversation (ibid). This latter point has led some to argue that new or social media activism is a 

form of “clicktivism” or “slacktivism”, associating it as the appropriate and expected level of 

engagement to be coming from a ‘lazy generation’ (cf. Halupka 2014; Morozov 2009) 

  

Summary   

The purpose of this literature review has been to introduce relevant elements of the considerable 

literature that exists in each of the three primary fields of research presented in this thesis: social 

movements, animal rights activism, and the role of visual communication. Many of the 

fundamental concepts discussed in this section will be applied going forward to help make sense 

of the animal performance social movement and the social context in which it has developed. I 
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have covered the social movement context including the formation of a New Left that has been 

raised to challenge exploitative practices (Ricard 1994:114) to the significance of contemporary 

personalized politics and loyalty self-branding (Lievrouw 2011:155-7). The sociology and social 

relations of animals and humans together have been looked at from a perspective of historical 

renegotiations (Franklin 1999), feminist (Hovorka 2015), and critical sociology (Cudworth 

2015). This section also discussed the challenges of animal/human studies, including 

ethnocentrism (Lindermann 2005) and how sociology and social institutions have been 

broadened (York and Longo 2017; Maher 2012). Finally, this chapter concluded by examining 

the strategic power of controlling vision (Malamud 2012). It suggested that how subjects, such as 

animals, are portrayed have been found to have consequences on what is considered proper 

treatment (Kalor and Amthor 2010). Various activist uses of images and their challenge to 

scientific knowledge have been discussed (Carmeli 2002; Cronin 2011). I have also raised 

several issues regarding the prevalence and nature of contemporary ‘meme’ orientated activism. 

The contemporary forms of meme-like social media communication have implications for 

animal rights activism as it is no longer only SeaWorld or circuses able to take advantage of 

‘advertising’ techniques.  

    The contemporary social movements against animal performance, and the recent surge of 

victories within the movement across over 40 countries may seem to be a modern phenomenon 

that has simply exploded into the public consciousness (diZerega 1995:241). This, however, is 

not the case, as there has existed a more consistent desire for renegotiating animals place within 

the social world. As will be explored, while visual communication is now a dominant mode of 

exchange, using visual memes regarding the issue of animal rights/performativity dates at least 

back to the late 19th century (Cronin 2011).  
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Chapter 3: Methodological Approach  

Introduction  

This is an exploratory rather than explanatory or hypothesis testing thesis. As specified in chapter 

1, the modest aim of the research is to explore the nature and development of animal performance 

activisms, as social movements, through the ways in which they have deployed visual materials. 

The objects of examination in this research are the visual campaigns employed by prominent 

organizations within the social movement and the means through which these were created and 

distributed, from the late 19th Century to the present day. To do this, I have conducted an archival 

study of visual materials relating to the animal performance social movement. In this chapter, I 

will provide more detail on (a) the criteria being used to classify research objects, including what 

constitutes activism aimed towards animal performativity issues, (b) the strategies used to select 

and acquire them, including notes on the specific sample figures presented in my thematic analysis, 

and (c) the techniques used to interpret them, using established theories and methods within visual 

sociology. This discussion will include operationalization of concepts that will be applied. 

 

Defining Animal Performance Visual Activism  

 When conceptualizing this thesis, I had to create criteria for what would constitute images 

directed towards animal performance actions. For example, what would distinguish social 

movements against animal performance from the movements concerned broadly with animal 

welfare? How could the movement be differentiated before the fragmentation of the broader sector 

had begun? I recognize that there is a layer of subjectivity to these classifications, but as the 

literature is still underdeveloped, there is not a widely-accepted classification already on hand. I 

developed four elements, formulated as an extension to Peterson’s (2007) initial attempt at 
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defining the industry in The Animal Apparatus: From a Theory of Animal Acting to an Ethics of 

Animal Acts.The first element of a dynamic relationship refers to the existence of a two-way 

relationship between the human(s) and the animal(s). Both must be active in the sense that they 

are aware of the other and have an influence on the actions of the other. This point leads to the 

second element wherein the representation must demonstrate that the animal has/is experiencing 

behavioural learning from the human. Examples of this taking place are through actions such as 

whipping, verbal instruction, or mimicking of behaviour. The third criterion – entertainment and 

leisure - is an exclusionary one, in that it is meant to ensure the scenario depicted is not to the well-

being of a human or to conduct labour as a substitute for humans. This classification excluded 

representations concerned with the training of emergency rescue dogs and service animals. The 

final categorical check was to assess the setting. While all of ‘nature’ has become the domain of 

the human by our defining of their natural state, I am proposing that performance necessitates the 

transposing of animals into the uniquely human environment (see Knight and Herzog 2009). The 

subject of this thesis is concerning animals in forced captivity and their reinforced behaviour. An 

example of how this was applied in the research is to exclude visual representations instructing 

people how to interact with animals in the ‘wild’.  

 

Selecting and Acquiring Research Objects  

Late 19th-mid 20th century 

 Resources for this study were diverse in their original publication and circulation, 

dependent on their era. As such, the methods used to compile sufficient data had to be equally 

diverse. The oldest accessible publication archives consist of two separate online databases. The 

first database, archived by the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 
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(MSPCA) contains the collective archives of Our Dumb Animals monthly publications from late 

1872 through early 1876. The MSPCA is the spiritual successor of Our Dumb Animals. The second 

primary resource was a database entitled the “Be Kind Exhibit” which has been constructed and 

managed by Dr. Cronin1 at Brock University.    

 While it was not the first, or only, publication, Our Dumb Animals was the formative 

animal welfare publication of the late 19th century (Beers 2006:88). The monthly magazine 

derived its rather peculiar sounding title from vernacular referring to one who cannot speak as 

‘dumb’. Our Dumb Animals was first published in 1868 by Massachusetts county lawyer George 

Thorndike Angell and his business partner Emily Appleton (“About” MSPCA-Angell 2014). 

While there are physical archives of surviving magazines available for study at North Carolina 

State University, resources limited me to the accessible online documents. The accessible four-

year publication run of Our Dumb Animals provided my research with 48 issues from which to 

evaluate relevant visual representation.  

 Within the 48 publications, there were 85 visual images printed. I then supplemented these 

85 images with eight additional images which were not available in the MSPCA scanned 

databases. These came courtesy of Cronin (2011) who had access to the other surviving physical 

archives of Our Dumb Animals. In total Our Dumb Animals provided my research I with a total 

of 93 visual representations dating between 1868 and 1876 to evaluate. Of the 93 images, nine 

were found to have fulfilled the prior listed criteria for relating to animals being used by humans 

for entertainment purposes. The editors published five of these nine visuals with accompanying 

written narratives meant to provide a grounding context for the captured representation. This 

                                                
1 I am grateful to the tireless foundational work of Dr. Keri Cronin, whose publications, database collections, and 
email correspondence has served as an influence and an asset to my own work. Her public database can be found at 
bekindexhibit.org. 
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strategy of combining written information with a visual representation is known as ‘anchorage’ in 

visual studies. These take the form of a short story. It is unclear whether these narratives were 

documented events or if they are fictional accounts meant to strengthen the implied message of 

the visual.  

 One image from an influential contemporaneous magazine was found to bolster these nine 

visuals. This inclusion served as an early foray of animal welfare activism into a more mainstream 

source. An illustration posted in the February 23, 1867 edition of Harper’s Weekly: A Journal of 

Civilization serves as a compliment to ideas presented in Our Dumb Animals by reinforcing 

questions of the morality involved in animal cruelty cases. This breakthrough demonstrates that 

some of the talking points of animal welfare activists in the late nineteenth century were not 

necessarily solely limited to niche animal welfare circles. 

20th century 

 The next step of mapping the evolving historical trend involves tracking the movement 

from the early 20th century through the era of protests of the 1960s and into the rise of viable 

internet in the mid- to late- 1990s. This was a century of rapidly changing forms of communication, 

and as such, the methods of retrieval had to be equally varied. The period of approximately 1920-

1950 involved reliance on mass distributed print media, such as dedicated leaflets and magazines, 

as well as paid advertisements in newspapers and mainstream magazines. These images can be 

understood as continuations and a fine-tuning of late 19th century messaging. 

 A notable distinction exists, however, in the latter half of the twentieth century. The 

activism of this period for animal welfare social movements is characterized by a multiplication 

of messaging and discourse and an emphasis on public visibility. Therefore, many of the images 

from this period were originally designed to be published on public displays, banners, and signs 



 

 43 

that were handheld as this was a defining characteristic of the day. Personal interaction through 

leafleting began as a common strategy as accessibility to cheap and quick printing technology 

grew.  

 Along with published material from Beers (2006), Cronin (2018), Kalof and Amthor 

(2010), and Mimei (2008) and the directions they could point me in, archives of these images had 

been saved by researchers and activists in various accessible online archives. These were found by 

exploring both within Queen’s library service and on the open web. The searches were conducted 

by decade using search terms related to the issues of animal performativity: animal, animal 

perform*, animal activis*, demonstration, animal right, social movement, animal protest, animal 

welfare, circus, rodeo, animal rights, animal liberation, green movement, environmental, PETA, 

Blackfish, the Cove, SeaWorld, Marineland. I also conducted these searches through the Queen’s 

library archives of prominent 20th-century publications: New York Times, National Geographic, 

Punch Magazine, MAD Magazine, Washington Post, Toronto Star, and Reader’s Digest. From this 

century the methodological analysis analyzed 106 visual entries which fulfilled the criteria for 

animal performativity campaigns. 

21st century 

 Leading into visual representations within the twenty-first century there was a concrete 

shift with the proliferation of the internet. Content creators were free from the restrictions of 

traditional media and could utilize the online marketplace. The formation and proliferation of 

social media led to a massive influx of the representations produced and consumed in social life. 

These are designed to be interacted with regularly by social actors through various social buttons 

which provide an accessible, easily understood marker for audience engagement (Lim 2013:645). 

Searching the social media content provides literally thousands of images to sort through, but by 
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tracking the most shared, liked, ‘favourited’, and retweeted material creators and researchers are 

much more able to track which representations create the most numerous responses and their 

specific degree of favourability. I limited the scope of my searches to image content with triple 

digit shares and comments within the period from May 2013- May 2018, allowing me to see the 

most recently popularized campaigns. This tracking provides quantifiable numbers attached to 

each image that is simply unavailable for early historical publications like Our Dumb Animals 

where all we can know for sure is that their first press run distributed 200,000 copies (MSPCA 

2017).  

 In this research, I have used social buttons as indicators to aid in selecting the most popular 

social media messages as quantified by aggregate collectors socialbearings.com. Using these 

collectors allows researchers to search posts by account, hashtag, photographic, visual, or word 

post-based, or keywords in a post. After sorting to the specifics of the research researchers are then 

able to sort the results by engagement sentiment (Great, Good, Neutral, Bad, Terrible), total 

engagements, number of shares, shares per minute, total likes/favourites, audience reach which is 

calculated by an algorithm putting together the number of followers with the number of shares and 

the follower counts for the ones sharing, date, and many other minute distinctions.  

 To collect the most appropriate images, I used a combination of searching by account and 

by key search terms in the posts. Primary content creator accounts searched were those of the 

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), PETA2 (the youth-based division of the 

PETA organization), the World Wildlife Foundation (WWF), Circus Protest, World Animal 

Protection, and Blackfish as these accounts combine to be the most active in the creation and 

spreading of image-based messages against animal performativity and have the largest follower 

counts. I used the organizational search first combined with the search by hashtag and 
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keywords/phrases to ensure all creators were included. There are some de facto official phrases of 

the movement used by creators and audiences alike as signaling devices, and these that I used are: 

“#boycottcircus, #animalrights, #seaworldsucks, #blackfish, #circus, #thecove, #animalliberation, 

#animals, #peta, #whistleblower, and #seaworld. These phrases as well as animal + performan*, 

captiv*, welfare, protest were also entered in a ‘word cloud’ of phrases - free of the hashtag as 

well. These word searches made for an extensive collection of images and posts for examination, 

but despite that I acknowledge that I may have missed creators who were not privy to or chose to 

eschew the established language of the movement.  

 During each search qualifier, I then sorted the results by total audience engagement, which 

meant the number of likes and shares for Facebook posts and favourites, retweets, and quote 

retweets on Twitter. I also sorted these by total reach or impressions in case there was an anomaly, 

but this sorting provided no substantive difference. It was common for visuals within the top 50 

posts to all have reached well over a million views each, with some reaching as high as 3.2 million. 

Many of the same visuals, or very similar, reoccurred on multiple dominant social medias, with no 

patterned difference evident between the two vehicles of distribution. 

 Of course, with the sheer volume of continual content, the research was destined to be out 

of date shortly after the data collection phase of the research. Nevertheless, using these search 

structures, 173 images were compiled. While relatively small, I argue that this snapshot gives a 

reasonably representative sample from which to work. 

  

Interpreting Visual Materials  

 After having searched databases and archives, book collections and scanned pamphlets, the 

researched provided me with over 350 visual images that passed my definable criteria for animal 
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performance activism. Once I compiled such an extensive catalogue of images I then set out to 

‘read’ them. The sociological examination of the images presented relies upon established 

approaches within ‘visual methodology’ (see Rose 2013, 2016). Primarily, I have chosen two 

overarching strategies of image reading to focus on, aimed at understanding the production and 

meanings of the selected images: discourse analysis and contextual semiotics. These are examined 

in the context of this study under the broader field of digital methods.  

Discourse Analysis  

 Gillian Rose (2016: 187) offers a tangible account of ‘discourse’ in the context of visual 

methodologies. Discourse refers to “groups of statements that structure the way a thing is thought, 

and the way we act on the basis of that thinking”. There is a diversity of forms through which a 

discourse can be articulated, including visual forms. Discourse can be a more or less specialized 

form of knowledge, is disciplinary in shaping the possibilities of knowledge, and the formation of 

subjects. In terms of discourse analysis, there are numerous forms. Foucault articulates the 

components of the discursive structure that researchers should pay attention:  

 

Relations between statements (even if the other is unaware of them; even if the 

statements do not have the same author; even if the authors were unaware of each 

other’s existence); relations between groups of statements thus established (even if 

these groups do not concern the same, or even adjacent fields; even if they do not 

possess the same formal level; even if they are not the locus of assignable exchanges); 

relations between statements and groups of statements and events of a quite different 

kind (technical, economic, political, social) (Foucault 1972:29 cited in Rose 

2013:206). 
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Following this, for Rose (2016: 192), discourse analysis can be “used to explore how images 

construct accounts of the social world”, in the context of specific regimes of truth, including what 

is deemed ‘natural’, ‘truthful’, an ‘authoritative account’, and so on. Visual images, as elements 

of discursive production, are organized to be persuasive. Cultural norms and counter-cultural ideas 

do not form in a vacuum. Just as there is no view from nowhere, “all discourse is occasioned…[all] 

discourse takes place in specific social circumstances”, and with the goal of specific social 

reactions (Rose 2013: 214).  

 There is much scholarly debate regarding the viability of quantifiable procedures within 

discourse analysis. The intertextual interpretations of iconography, the study and use of visual 

images and symbols, relies on a degree of “common sense” according to Panofsky (1957) or 

“interpretive sensitivities” according to Phillips and Hardy (2002:75).  However, there is a desire 

by many researchers to become more explicit in their research. Theorists such as Tonkiss (1998) 

and Gill (1996) have made concerted efforts to make discourse analysis more ‘accountable’ as a 

method. Tonkiss (1998) has summarized that the effort for research consistency has formed in two 

primary categories: analyzing the structure of the discourse and analyzing the social context of the 

statements (cited in Rose 2013:205).  

 In the study of visual images, researchers doing discourse analysis are often interested in 

the (de)-construction of social difference. Who is made visible and in what context, how is each 

object/actor categorized, how is the thing described through the discourse are all examples of how 

discourse can be examined in an image (Rose 2013). Industries and artists will all each convey 

separate constructions of difference based on their social circumstance and biases. The visual 

imagery within a social movement sector, for example, are by design meant as contentious means 
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to produce new knowledge. Social movements have a rich history of visual representations due to 

the secure connection between discourse representation and social movements primary motivation 

of “ideologically structured action” (Zald 2000 cited in Staggenborg 2008:7). Any visual 

developed for consumption by an individual activist, or social movement organization is deliberate 

in its details and suggests a preferred interpretation that is ideologically meaningful (Rose 

2013:206).  

  This is where the notion of audience interpretation becomes significant. Understanding 

what Rose (2013) calls the “audiencing” of a visual image is essential to understanding any 

discursive components that are being ‘delivered’ by the image. Visual images do not make sense 

in themselves; they are interpreted by audiences. Without audiences, they would be without 

meaning (Rose 2013:133). Nearly every image has multiple potential meanings. It is the goal of 

the image producers to construct images in a way that encourages the “preferred reading” (Hall 

1980: 134). The preferred reading occurs when audiences interpret the meaning of an image in a 

way that retains “the institutional/political/ideological order imprinted on them” (Hall 1980:134).  

 In the context of this research, to achieve the preferred reading, social movement 

organizations must consider the goal of each image. Consider two activist images, one with the 

goal of converting people from outside the social movement and another meant to reinforce inner-

party beliefs among existing members. The first may rely on more ‘basic’ signs while the second 

may be more cross-referential, acknowledging pre-existing beliefs. The first may use spokespeople 

with mass appeal (e.g. a celebrity) while the second could lean on someone more contextually 

famous within the industry. The first may require the ‘anchorage’ of an explanatory caption while 

the second could recite a phrase or slogan already well known. Through these different strategies, 

audiences are selected and managed. These different potential audiences may be referred to as 
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“interpretive communities” (Jensen 1990:135 cited in Schrøder 1994:337). Specific readings of 

media are influenced by macro-societal factors like class, ethnicity, gender as well as interpersonal 

social relations. 

 Rose (2013: 38-46) draws attention to what she believes are the three critical aspects of the 

process of audiencing: technology, compositionality, and social cultivation. While the images 

examined in chapter 4 will be approached as discursive constructions, using contextual semiotics, 

these aspects of audiencing will be used to guide the analysis concerning technologies in chapter 

5. For the technological context, the medium used to present an image may influence how an 

audience will interpret the message, to paraphrase McLuhan (1964). The composition of the visual 

images, even if they are in a perceived reliable form of video or photograph, can create incredibly 

varied responses by audiences. Audiences often take the perspective for granted as images carry 

an implicit trust in presenting a clearer view of reality (Kalof and Amthor 2010:174). The aspect 

of social cultivation in audiencing is the most complicated factor of the three, and refers to the 

audience response to audiencing and the factors that go into the varied engagement response 

options (Rose 2013:45).  

 Different challenges arise when finding contemporary sources, though they are still often 

tied to the cultural and financial capital of the content creators. Research suggests that social media 

accounts with a large following are more likely to be seen as valid and worthy of support (Yang 

and Berger 2017:161). The importance of social capital is a significant challenge for social 

movement industries as they often begin with a relatively insignificant amount of resources 

compared to the institution they are challenging (Staggenborg 2008:5-7).  

 Still, accounting for the overwhelming volume and disparity in message projection, social 

media provides much more significant opportunity for study (Rose 2016: 289). By treating social 
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media images as uniquely digital media, we can gather much more specific information behind the 

image and its circulation than ever before. Through noting the object specifications and the digital 

data that is inherently attached to the digital object, researchers can make notes and classifications 

based on information such as tags/hashtags, circulation data, datestamps, and audience 

engagement. An image posted to Twitter will immediately make known ample data for researchers 

to sort and categorize. Examples of this data include the words and phrases attached as part of its 

presentation, the exact date and time of online posting, how many users liked, retweeted, and 

commented on the image, as well as allowing one to read through the replies generated. 

Researchers can use this information to search for images that match or exclude any or all of these 

data points.  

 By considering as much supplemental information as possible digital methods “build[s] 

upon existing, dominant [digital] devices themselves, and with them perform[s] a cultural and 

societal diagnostic” (Rogers 2013:3). With this additional information, we can better see how the 

social movement seeks to enter the contemporary social life where participation is mediated from 

a distance and is a portrayal of personal politics (Bennet and Segerberg 2012:745). 

 Data such as viewer engagement, hashtag-use by both the producer and consumer, and 

circulation are essential factors to know when considering the audiencing of a piece. Audiencing 

refers to how the meaning of a visual image is always in flux; being negotiated, accepted, and 

contested by particular audiences in specific circumstances (Fisk 1994). Ideally the entirety of 

audiencing information would be available for all past images analyzed in chapter 4  – 

unfortunately, this is not as accessible in a pre-digital evaluation.  

Contextual Semiotics 
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 At the level of individual images, researchers attempting to unravel meanings face a 

daunting task. Researchers are approaching images from an outsider perspective. They are placing 

themselves not only among the audience of the visual, whether they are the intended audience or 

not but also among the creators, attempting to scratch beneath the surface of an image. Rose (2013) 

expresses the complexity that researchers face when attempting to not only unravel but then 

coherently explain the transfer of ideas presented by a visual advertisement. She warns, “The 

transfer of meaning within an image – which operate between and within both text and image – 

can be very complex” (Rose 2013:125).  

 Accordingly, semiotic analysis of any image necessitates multiple levels of scrutiny just as 

the creation and audience interpretation of any image itself contains multiple processes. The ‘sign’ 

stands as the base unit within semiology. Consisting of the signified – which is the concept 

associated with the representation – and the signifier – which is the image (Rose 2013:113). An 

example to illustrate how basic these may be would be an image where the signified is a marine 

mammal, and the signifier merely is the word or a picture of an orca. In this example, an orca may 

be chosen over other marine mammals for the connotive power it holds, often seen as a social, 

‘intelligent’, and free animal. Signs are relied upon for elaborate work within the context of an 

image. Signs can either be denotive or connotive (Novoselov 2014:150). Denotive signs are read 

as relatively simple in their interpretation as this means the sign is merely describing an act or 

object. These are visible through usually surface level viewings. Connotive signs, however, are 

more involved in their meaning and therefore often more interesting in their interpretation (ibid). 

These signs can rely on associations, like a black and white picture, potentially connoting 

dreariness; or on whole symbolic representations, such as a judging man in the sky representing 

religious beliefs tied to a God.   
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 Many images are not meant to stand on their own but instead are presented together with 

supporting written text – they are explicitly ‘intertextual’. Accompanying texts can include titles, 

captions, or narratives alongside the image or they can be within the image itself. These texts 

provide anchorage which can provide context cues and complementary information which helps 

readers interpret possible meanings (Barthes 1977:38-41). An example of this is easy to see 

through nearly any contemporary advertisement. The picture of attractive young adults will be 

complemented by the name of a clothing brand, for example, which tells audiences that they can 

become like these people if they shop at this specific store. Further anchoring in this campaign 

example by providing an address, either physical or digital for telling audiences where to go to 

follow up on the information presented. Similarly, many social movement images contain forms 

of anchorage that provide the audience with secure access points for interpretation. Making 

accessible interpretation can be accomplished through a relevant background narrative, advice on 

how to become more in-line with the ideas of the social movement, or with resources for further 

advertising.  

The steps of contextual semiotic analysis are as follows: determining what the signs are 

and what they signify, exploring their connections to other signs as well as more comprehensive 

systems of meaning and ideologies, and exploring the expression of codes, systems, and 

mythology (Rose 2013:132). As argued in relation to broader discourses, the production of the 

visual image only provides us as researchers with half of the picture when interpreting meaning, 

however. Contextual semiotics must equally explore audiences and the role that audiencing plays 

in the meaning of visual images.  
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Summary 

 I have used this chapter to preface the two evaluative chapters of this thesis to follow. I 

have tried to explain the processes of selecting and acquiring visual materials, the broad 

dimensions of discourse analysis in relation to images to be employed, alongside some 

consideration of how to interpret individual images.  I have drawn particular attention to issues of 

audiencing, the changing sites of production and interpretation, digital methods, and anchorage.   

 I will draw upon the resources described in this chapter throughout my exploration into the 

nature of the activist images that have been produced over time within the movement. Combining 

these with ideas previously explored in chapter 2 will enable me to illuminate the discursive 

components constructing the changing representations of animals, and the effects of technological 

innovations on production, interpreting, and engagement. This will also allow for comparative 

discussions on similarities and differences in the role of personalized communication, and how 

certain themes appear, disappear, and are reconfigured to reproduce or disrupt the attitudes of their 

time. 
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Chapter 4: Tracing the Visual Development of Animal Performance Activism 

Introduction   

 In this chapter, I will present some of the key findings from the archival research. The 

aim is to provide social and historical context for the current ways in which animal performance 

activism deploys visual imagery. To do this, I have selected a series of ‘exemplary’ images over 

the period 1868 to 2018. I argue that these images illuminate several key changes in how animal 

welfare activism has constructed and deployed visual materials to promote specific forms of 

social change. By drawing upon key elements of chapter 2, and following the guidelines 

described in chapter 3, I show how there are several discursive continuities and discontinuities 

throughout the development of the movement in how (a) animals are represented, (b) the 

prioritization of the focus of welfare issues (e.g. labour, performance, recreational use), and (c) 

the broader socio-economic conditions that contextualize the image content. Accordingly, the 

progression of the chapter is as follows. First, I briefly account for why I have categorized my 

findings thematically. Second, I discuss each theme in turn, providing an interpretation of the 

representative images. Third, I discuss the contemporary relevance of these themes as they 

pertain to the ongoing development of animal performance activism. The chapter concludes by 

arguing that visual imagery remains most often employed for personalized consumer interactions 

rather than for authenticity-focused message dissemination. Despite the much greater capability 

to capture high definition, photorealistic representations of animals and the compromising 

situations that the animal performance industry places them in, the movement still relies on much 

of the same techniques and representations that have been staples in the movement for the past 

150 years. This was an unexpected finding, as though this is exploratory research, I had initially 

hypothesized that the unprecedented contemporary capacity for showing the evidence of harm 



 

 55 

through realistic representations would cause previous narratives to become supplemental rather 

than continue as dominant modes of description. 

 The use of visual images has remained prevalent in the history of animal welfare social 

movements, so basing research on the visuals allows for a consistent medium for contrasting 

ongoing developments. This differentiation has aided in the development of distinct themes 

which can tell us about the movement and the broader social environment it exists within. The 

dynamic meanings and perceptions of animals in society at times lead to fragmentation within 

the movement as the messaging reveals differing priorities. This allowed the formation of the 

social movements against the animal performance industry specifically as it distinguished itself 

from the broader animal welfare movement. Though distinct in their priorities, the numerous 

social movement industries concerning animal welfare are not distinct movements that exist 

isolated from one another, but instead, learn from and lean upon one another. Following the 

development of the animal welfare social movement allows for an evaluation of reoccurring 

tropes and themes as they have led into animal performativity individually.    

 I have organized the following discussion on visual images into four discursive themes: i) 

Innocence, ii) Equivalence, iii) Voice, iv) Godliness. I acknowledge that these are subjectively 

derived categories; nonetheless I propose them as an analytic basis from which to identify 

difference, continuity and change. When evaluating the uses of visual imagery, the research 

presented will employ a form of discourse analysis as articulated by Rose (2016), to note the 

social production of the social conversation produced. The visuals themselves will be examined 

for thematic trends, representation, and interpretation using contextual semiotic analysis.  
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The ‘Innocence’ of Non-Human Animals  

 Following the thread of present-day animal performativity activism leads us back to late-

19th-century animal welfare activity. This period is the earliest recognizable and cohesive 

formation of a relevant North American animal welfare social movement, marked by the first 

publications of Our Dumb Animals in 1868. While animal performativity on the scale and flashy 

exoticness of today did not exist for the writers to critique, there were plenty of examples of 

animals being used solely for entertainment that Our Dumb Animal contributors took exception 

to. The everyday occurrences that the social movement organization and members considered 

problematic included riding horses, ponies, and donkeys for fun while using whips and sharp 

spurs as behaviour enforcement techniques, as well as forcing pet dogs to do what they 

considered cruel or demeaning tricks and poses.  

 To combat these potentially harmful trends, Our Dumb Animals, and the social 

movement actors it inspired and worked in partnership with began publishing a recurring 

thematic message from a very early publication: accentuating that failures or shortcomings from 

an animal are not that animals’ fault. By pushing this narrative, the social movement of the time 

asked audiences to consider animals as ‘innocent’, perhaps ‘unwitting’, participants in a social 

life dominated by humans. There are multiple examples of these accounts, but Figure 1 will be 

examined in detail.  
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Figure 1 shows a scene comprised of what appear to be easily understood signs. A young boy sits 

atop a saddled and bridled pony. They appear to be in a rural clearing as the ground is grass 

rather than any distinct pathway and there are hills and trees in the background. He holds a stick-

like figure in his right hand, though this may be easily looked over, while his left holds the reins. 

The stick may be redundant, however, as there is a much larger, older man standing beside the 

pony also holding the reins. A dog lies attentively behind the man. A reader of this visual lacking 

any situational knowledge could easily mistake this image as simply capturing a riding lesson or 

a family outing, for example. However, the way in which Our Dumb Animals situates their 

preferred reading of this image is through their anchorage. The attached short-story does much of 

the meaningful work of this, and many other, early activist images. 

Figure 1. Frank and His 
Friends. Our Dumb Animals. 
Vol. 5 No. 3, August 1872, 
p. 226. 
Image reproduced by the 
Massachusetts Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals via Google Scholar. 
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 In the anchoring narrative, the story of the young boy, Frank, is told. Frank was made 

angry because the dog barked at the pony, causing the pony to become frightened and rear up 

nearly throwing Frank to the ground in front of some particular ladies and gentlemen. Out of 

anger and embarrassment Frank took “the butt of his whip and give the pony nine blows over his 

head; and, then turning the whip, cut the dog two or three times for causing the excitement” (Our 

Dumb Animals 1872:226). This image then depicts the aftermath of Frank’s actions as his father 

scolds him, acting as a moral signifier speaking:  

 

“My boy, control your temper. The pony was not intentionally to blame; the dog meant 

no harm; and you have been guilty of animal cruelty to both animals. And yet see how 

patiently they wait for you now, forgiving and loving you still! Do not, I beg of you, let 

them show that they are superior to you, hereafter” (ibid). 

 

 The discourse that the piece is attempting to establish is that those who ride animals for 

fun, such as Frank, are more responsible for their actions than the animals themselves because it 

is the rider who can only truly understand the severity of his actions. The pony cannot be 

expected to consider the well-being of the rider when emotions run high, but the rider must 

always keep in mind the well-being of the pony despite any emotional outbursts. It is, the animal 

welfare social movements of the day would argue, an inherently unequal relationship not only 

regarding power but also capacity.  

 If we pursue a discourse analysis regarding how this relates to the broader social-

historical context of Our Dumb Animals, an important consideration must be the general 

aftermath of the Civil War. In this sense, these images were produced at a time of broader moral 
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questioning and the formation of new understandings in the United States. The unified nation in 

the summer of 1872 was barely seven years removed from the devastating effects of a long, 

vicious civil war. Writing from and for northern Boston, in a publication started by socially 

progressive social activists, we may be able to see the lingering effects of a postbellum United 

States. Massachusetts, as a Union state in the Civil War, may have – perhaps retroactively – 

viewed themselves as defenders of the exploited (Prior 2009: 860). Having come to terms with 

the moral implications of the trans-Atlantic slave trade then perhaps it is not surprising some 

may extend those same moral considerations beyond the conventional human-animal divide 

(MSPCA-Engell 2014).  

 

 The persuasive tactic of connecting animal welfare issues with the dominant social 

problem of human slavery, which had so torn apart the United States, remained long past the 

immediate aftermath of the Civil War. Rather than a reactionary effort to capitalize on the 

primary issue of the day, it remained continuous among social movements and the visual images 

they deployed. Figure 2, as a submitted poster for the Education series of the American Humane 

Figure 2. Slavery. 
1932 American Humane Education Society Poster 
Submission Competition Finalist.  
Reproduced in Our Dumb Animals 1932 Volume 
unknown.  
From the collection of MSPCA Angell via Be Kind 
Exhibit 
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Society, eschews subtlety when showing the confinement of a polar bear. The image shows a 

polar bear on an ice raft helpless as the surrounding ocean, symbolizing the natural supporting 

environment, is being drained into a cage. Contextual knowledge of the 1930s North American 

environment help place that that sort of confinement would have been a familiar feature for a 

travelling zoo or circus of the time. The ice flows are disappearing in the distance as the ice raft 

takes the bear away. The ice the bear clings to stands as a metaphor both for the boats American 

slaves were transported on across their ocean on, as well as the removal of the animal from 

nature, as the visual of the draining into the cage does not have enough room for the natural ice. 

Underneath, the text, almost as emphasis rather than anchorage, states: “SLAVERY.” This 

evocative term, to which audiences have clear emotional responses to already, is asking 

audiences to question the similarities between the practices and the justifications used for human 

and non-human animals. 

 The American Reconstruction Era from 1863-1877 led to a re-emphasis on specific 

societal values that many on both sides of the divisive Civil War felt were necessary for creating 

cohesion and morality in a fractured country. These values encouraged among civilians included 

“everything from humanitarian sympathy for the suffering weak, to commerce and technology, 

to their gendered, sentimental family values” (Prior 2009:863). Such values are reproduced 

through the images. Significantly, it is almost always a male-to-male ‘passing on’ of knowledge. 

In this case, we are presented with the older male who has lived through the war passing on the 

lessons of a violent past urging to minimize suffering. The production of a new animal welfare 

social movement, encapsulated and articulated by easily distributable publications, could find 

momentum from multiple angles by applying traditional values of justice and kindness to 

progressive classifications by including animals in the conversation.   
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 This first discursive theme that constructs humans as ‘responsible actors’ and animals as 

‘innocent subjects’ is one that has stayed relatively consistent over time. This theme of 

innocence can be found in a later example. Coming from the organization “Band of Mercy” this 

image arises many differences in production, distribution, and audiencing, but  points to a 

consistent line of thematic thought from the Our Dumb Animals publication. The image in 

Figure 3 was distributed 50 years after the image in Figure 1 and was distributed in the south 

through central United States, as opposed to the eastern metropolises. The two social movement 

organizations share no common activists or related threads other than partaking in the same 

general animal welfare social movements and use completely different modes of dispersal which 

aimed for separate audiences and engagement levels.  

 Figure 3 shows an image which is a reoccurring fixture in Band of Mercy single page 

pamphlets. This image comes from a 1925 pamphlet which was handed out at local St. Paul, 

Minnesota functions for school children such as jamborees (Be Kind Exhibit 2015; Tennessee 

State Library Virtual Archive 2016).  
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Figure 3 (left). The 
Pledge. 
 
The Beautiful Jim Key 
Band of Mercy Travelling 
Show. 1925. 
 
Figure 4 (below).  
Be Kind to Animals 
Week exhibit. April-June 
1921. Charleston, South 
Carolina.  
 
Images archived and 
reproduced via 
bekindexhibit.org 2015. 
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 This public and personalized means of information sharing will be discussed later in 

chapter 5, but it is worth noting here because, as a stand-alone image, the signs presented here 

leave much interpretive work to be done by audiences through contextual knowledge. The 

necessary supplemental knowledge is only exacerbated by the poor ageing of the archived 

example. An example of the type of information booth that would have been set up to experience 

before being handed The Pledge pamphlet is displayed in Figure 4 (Be Kind Exhibit 2015). 

 On the surface, we are presented only with a horse picking through the shelving of a 

kitchen pantry. It is difficult to piece together much more knowledge than that from the visual 

image. The contextual knowledge that is necessary for interpreting this piece would come from a 

present activist member: this was a photograph of Beautiful Jim Key, a famous Arabian 

Hambletonian horse owned by Dr. William Key, a former slave in Bedford County, Tennessee 

(Tennessee State Library Virtual Archive 2016). Beautiful Jim Key was professed to be a 

particularly ‘wily’ horse who had a habit of finding his way into Dr. Key’s house while he was 

away. Once inside, he would often sniff out the apples which Dr. Key had taken to hiding inside 

various cupboards and drawers and would then figure out how to open the drawer and help 

himself to all of Dr. Key’s apples (ibid). This tale of the ‘mischievously smart’ horse would be 

recounted as a mild nuisance to Dr. Key, but had the consistent overtone that Beautiful Jim Key 

was living a harmless, though quite extraordinary life, and that even if it was inconvenient Dr. 

Key recognized the importance of accepting the “innocent creature” for who he was (ibid; Be 

Kind Exhibit 2015). 

 The image is aided, as many historical images are, by an anchoring caption. A common 

element among older, print media images is that the image relies upon the equal force that is 

provided by the written points of emphasis. The written narratives alongside visual imagery such 
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as this help an outside observer acting without the contextual knowledge of the information 

booth to at least be aware of the goal of the pamphlet. The caption gives the audience a pledge to 

recite which is meant to act as an affirmation for ‘treating animals better’.  

 The pledge uses explicit language asking for people to “protect” the “harmless” animals. 

The forthright wording situates the pledger as a responsible actor who must use their 

advantageous position above other “living creatures” not to avoid all usage, but specifically 

protect them from “cruel” usage. How audiences interpret this is subjective, intentionally asking 

audiences to consider for themselves what is cruel usage as opposed to fair usage. The intended 

audience for these pamphlets is relatively young schoolchildren, so it would be a proper time to 

ask children to evaluate this question in themselves rather than laying strict interpretive rules for 

children to follow. Current research suggests that moral development is most effective when the 

recipient can engage with the lesson themselves: “moral progress is never something that merely 

happens to [a child] – there is always some (not necessarily conscious or explicit) ‘activity’ on 

the part of the ‘subject of progress’ require in order to make it actual progress” (Schinkel and de 

Ruyter 2016:134).  

 This strategy draws comparisons to the personalized politics that some theorists argue 

merely is the next step among the critical developments in activism: “The identity politics of the 

‘new social movements’ that arose after the 1960s centered on group identity” (Bennet 2012). 

While it has at least become more visible, or some would argue popularized by social media 

(Bennet and Segerberg 2012), I propose that activist uses such as this show that the 

contemporary rise of personalized politics is not coming out of a vacuum, rising simply from 

identity politics, collective action, and mobilization before it. Instead, it has always been present 

even if not a dominant discourse of subject formation. Figure 3 not only asks participants to 
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literally ‘declare’ their allegiance, this in a substantive physical sense, but also to shape the 

already existing social movement around their own already pre-existing beliefs (Bennet 2012). 

The pledge is not asking participants to undergo any sizeable philosophical shift, but merely 

place themselves within the social movement, and to participate within the movement according 

to their definitions – in this case implicitly asking what constitutes “cruel” consequences for 

animals. 

 

Biological Equivalence  

 Perhaps the most consistent way in which the social movements for animal welfare has 

attempted to gain support is by representing animals as feeling beings. Visual imagery is 

historically powerful in displays of suffering and making visible abuses that are often unseen. 

Those who produce activist imagery often couple the tactic of visualized suffering with 

anthropomorphized visual representations. Anthropomorphizing is a common tactic because the 

audience are rarely experts in interpreting animal gestures and body language. By 

anthropomorphizing animals, visual imagery has the intention of creating a characterization with 

which audiences can empathize (Gross 2016:739). The development of anthropomorphizing is 

not new, but as a discursive shift it is accentuated by growing liberal modernity that values 

scientific knowledge.  

 Western culture has existed in an extended transitory state as prioritization shifts from 

religious thinking to scientific primacy (Ascione 2015:280). The addition of further scientific 

knowledge has been essential to understanding the cultural context of animal welfare activism, 

but this has led to its own issues. Interpreting the question, “what science for whom?” is highly 

contested (ibid:281). The social movement has used growing scientific knowledge to encourage 
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social change by promoting the scientific fact that all animals are related through evolution, and 

thus must share some similar experiences (ibid; Birke, Bryld, Lykke 2004:173). 

 This section shows how visual images have been constructed to persuade  audiences in 

seeing humans and non-human animals as essentially similar or equivalent. Content creators 

often accomplished this by placing the viewing audience into the image in the place of the 

animal, asking audiences to ‘situate themselves’ in the place of the animal.  

 We return to Our Dumb Animals for the first historic example of this. As discussed, nine 

archived images qualified for this study, four of which have been interpreted according to my 

previous criteria as advocating for empathy through equivalence. Four images are an admittedly 

small sample size, but statistically, the finding holds up even when considering all 93 visual 

images from the publication that pertain to animal welfare in general. Of these 93 cases, 22 

(24%) would fit into this same category of positioned empathy; clearly, this demonstrates a 

robust thematic tendency among this consistent historical publication despite changes in editors, 

writers, and, presumably, the purchasing audience.  
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 Figure 5 is the oldest archived visual image from the oldest archived publication of Our 

Dumb Animals and thus is a logical starting point in the examination of situating the audience in 

the place of the animals. The image here does not evoke conversation explicitly towards animal 

performativity specifically but rather animal usage and the broader questions within the social 

movements promoting animal welfare. Animals were forced to labour in the world of the late 

19th century, but activists at the time wanted people to stop and consider the nature of that 

labour. Is Turn About Fair-Play takes us to a world where humans are forced to shoulder the 

burden of labour for the benefit of animals. Two men are displayed pulling an overstocked cart 

in a world ran by cows, sheep, and horses. One, from atop the cart, cracks a whip on the back of 

Figure 5.  
Is Turn About Fair-Play?,  
Our Dumb Animals, Vol. 4, No. 1, June 1871, p. 110.  
Image courtesy of the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals via Cronin, 2011 p. 218. 
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their labourer while others mill about contently smiling as they go about their day. A donkey, 

leaning above a sign advocating for “Prevention Cruelty to Animal” appears dismayed, braying 

towards the whipper. The donkey represents a stand-in for the social movement activists of the 

time; both as they see themselves, stubborn and strong, as well as how they are seen by the 

society which has normalized these violent actions, foolhardy and loud. To make the situation 

crueller for the people, the cart they are towing is overflowing with what appears to be either 

dead or tightly bound humans.  

 The biological equivalence of pain and anguish are on full display,  making visible the 

suffering and consequences that likely await these cart-towers once they are unwilling or unable 

to do their job. Unlike with most other visual images published in the early days of Our Dumb 

Animals, no long anchoring narrative is necessary. The image is allowed to tell the story itself, 

leaving audiences simply with a caption asking “Is Turn About Fair-Play?”. This question, 

asking audiences to consider if our animal usage can be considered just, is a theme that has 

continued through the century and a half history of visual imagery and animal welfare coming 

together in an organized social movement fashion.  

     An essential component of modern social movement organizations is the need to combine 

activism with advertising, as has been discussed in the literature review of this thesis (Vinnari 

and Laine 2015). In this vein, PETA2 has, since 2005, presented annual Libby Awards where 

social media active individuals can vote on various categories of advertisements that are 

produced by animal welfare activist organizations. The judges also consider the “nominees’ 

enthusiasm about being animal-friendly” and “fan-generated traffic to the [PETA2] website” 

(PETA2 Features 2018). PETA2 is the self-proclaimed “youth division” of the (in)famous 

animal welfare group PETA (ibid). They share funding and perpetuate the same values, but are 
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distinct regarding their employees, creative direction, mission statement and yearly focus, and 

management style.  

    There were countless advertisements and representations over the years that could have 

equally warranted discussion of contemporary representations of positioned empathy through 

equivalence, but Figure 6 was selected here for its temporal contrast to Figure 5. Figure 5 is the 

oldest archived representation I have located, where Figure 6 displays the most recent winner of 

the Libby Award category “Best Advertisement” in 2017. 

 

  

 Through this image, we are presented with Noah Cyrus2, a recognizable teenage 

celebrity, submerged inside an aquarium not quite large enough for her whole body to stretch 

                                                
2 PETA. “@NoahCyrus submerged.” 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BapcDy9B4A_/?hl=en&taken-by=peta. October 24, 2017. 

Figure 6. Life’s No Beach in 
Captivity. 
PETA. October 2017.  
Image via Instagram @peta 
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out. The setting is a beach, on a relatively darker day, with a shadow covering much of the 

foreground sand and sun shining on some of the water in the background. The advertisement 

relies on two anchoring strategies to clearly express why Cyrus is in this aquarium. The first 

anchor is the captions that have been photoshopped onto the image itself, making them 

immediately visible for audiences. Using a cloud-like font, PETA tells the audience, in order of 

their immediate visibility, that: “Life’s no beach in captivity”; then after the viewing gaze works 

past Cyrus towards the bottom of the image is written “Boycott SeaWorld” and “Noah Cyrus for 

PETA”. PETA has made the reading of this image evident for its audience, taking steps to 

eliminate any alternate readings by laying out who the subjects are, Noah Cyrus and SeaWorld, 

and what advisable actions one should take, join Cyrus and boycott SeaWorld. The tank 

represents the captivity of SeaWorld, with Cyrus as a subject constantly made visible by its 

transparent walls, while the ocean crests in the background are stretching out as far as the 

horizon, displaying the vastness and invisibility of the animals of SeaWorld’s natural 

environment.  

     Cyrus’s position within the tank evokes questions of proper placement by forcing 

audiences to confront whether a tank is appropriate for confinement. Audiences are of course 

free to agree with the message or not, but the ad forces an empathetic response to confinement. 

The making of the ‘open preferred reading’ behind this visual image may certainly require some 

contextual knowledge, however. Audiences are expected to enter this image with the 

understanding that SeaWorld uses tanks for their animals and that organizations such as PETA 

have claimed are much too small for the animals they are holding. Cyrus then is a stand-in for 

the animals held “in captivity” by SeaWorld. Through their messaging, PETA is an organization 
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that is attempting to advertise beyond those who have already ‘converted’ and thus is audiencing 

towards those with little contextual knowledge towards the aims of the social movement. This 

image was uploaded by PETA onto their official Instagram account on October 24, 2017. Along 

with the image, they have attached a caption which acts as a more in-depth method of anchorage: 

 

@NoahCyrus submerged herself in a tank of water to show the world how animals suffer 

at #SeaWorld [shocked ghost emoji] Orcas and other animals are forced to live in tiny 

spaces that are NOTHING like their natural habitats – just so humans can gawk at them. 

Never buy tickets to marine parks that keep animals captive! #BoycottSeaWorld (@peta). 

 

The post evoked over 22 000 likes and comments which, for comparison, is between two-to-

three times more direct engagements than the six other @peta posts made in the three days 

immediately before and immediately after October 24th.  

     Through these two examples in Figure 5 and Figure 6 we see two social movement 

campaigns set almost 150 years apart by organizations where the only concrete link is the broad 

category of how humans affect animal welfare. Despite their contextual differences, they each 

rely on the same visual discursive strategy of creating a representation that situates humans in the 

placement of animals. Visual representations are used in this form to create empathetic 

connections between humans and animals, taking advantage of audience’s presumed sense of 

relatable similarities such as feeling pain and exhaustion or yearning for freedom or at the very 

least comfort.  
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Personality and Voice  

 The next discursive theme, constructing animals as having their own personalities and 

‘voice’ is a uniquely recent one. It appears to directly contradict much of the discourse that was 

emphasized in the previous two themes. Here, we see animals represented as not unaware 

creatures which cannot be held responsible for their own instinctual actions – as the dominant 

message from the first theme emphasizes – but rather as sentient beings with vested interests and 

the ability to express their desires to those willing to ‘listen’. In some ways, the proliferation of 

this discourse can be linked to aforementioned ideas in feminist studies, particularly concerning 

more radical efforts to construct ideals of equality and representation. Feminism “offers an 

opportunity to embrace all sorts of bodies and embodied lives as legitimate and meaningful sites 

of knowledge production” (Horvorka 2015:9). Various animal welfare social movements have 

incorporated this ongoing social change towards non-human subjects. Early traces of this line of 

thinking could be seen when questioning if slavery was a purely human subjugation. The 

consuming public under liberal modernity has accepted that more people hold a voice that is 

worth hearing, as civil rights in the past 150 years have been extended far beyond the white 

male. Within this discursive theme, we see the social movement attempt to locate animals within 

the prioritization on self-representation that has become dominant in Western society. To 

accomplish this, images within this theme construct non-human animals as the focus of their own 

message. The human, if they are visibly acknowledged at all, becomes the object of the animal 

subject. More commonly, however, the human role is not made immediately visible to the 

audience and is instead confined to existing beyond the frame or out of focus.  

 The similarities to visualized empathy through equivalence that have been examined are 

apparent in that the visual representations are used to create an emotive discourse among 
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audiences. However, I propose this use of animals as ‘speakers’ as a distinct theme due to a 

crucial difference in how the ontological discourse is constructed, presented and perhaps 

interpreted by readers of the image. Rather than asking audiences to compare themselves to the 

plight of another that can only be understood when compared to human suffering, social 

movement organizations use this form to force consumers to consider the animal as an 

autonomous, separate entity entirely. This new understanding situates the non-human animal 

being with a broad range of selfhood in the social world. There are many forms this may take 

such as through legal rights, the fulfillment of personal needs, wants, and desires, or the capacity 

to shape their social position.  

 This theme may seem obtuse, perhaps intentionally so, seeing as all social discourse is 

inherently human created. It has been created by humans and targeted to humans in a human-

dominated society. The visual imagery used within the social movement discourse then is not a 

case of the animal genuinely constructing their own representation. The fact that the animal is 

still being ‘spoken for’ by the content creators, however, is a hidden truth kept intentionally 

obscured. The image is presented as though the discourse of the animal is indeed ‘what they 

think’ and how they would express themselves if they only could be understood. When critically 

examined from the position of the unfamiliar this is a radical proposition which requires a certain 

amount of hubris on the part of the artist. After all, with only some incredibly rare and at times 

controversial exceptions humans have never been able to capture the unfiltered thoughts of an 

animal (Gross 2016:739). This humanized expression of animal ideas must by design come at 

best through human translation and may represent a humanistic tendency for 

anthropomorphizing (ibid).  
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 Unlike the previous themes, the construction of this discourse is not a historically 

consistent one. None of the 93 animal welfare images examined from the 19th century relied on 

this strategy, and very few examples appear at all before the 1970s. It was not until the 21st 

century that this visual method became popularized among various social movement 

organizations, but by 2018 it stands as one of the most commonly occurring approaches to visual 

activism for animal welfare and animal performativity. Using socialbearing.com’s aggregation 

tool six of the 20 (30%) highest “Animal Welfare” word-cloud sorted visual-based social media 

posts of 2018, as of late March, ranked by “social engagement” fall under the thematic category 

of relying on the expressive “voice” of an animal to convey the activist message 

(socialbearing.com 2018). This counter excludes multiple occurrences of the same image for 

representation’s sake, otherwise oddities such as the same visual being produced by shared by 

multiple accounts within the same organization misrepresent the uses of multiple coinciding 

campaigns. Their algorithm determines social engagement by ordering tweets with the highest 

ratio of audience views to retweets, quote retweets, and replies. This criterion has applied to all 

tweets with a minimum of 5000 viewings which socialbearings considers the minimum for an 

“impactful” message (ibid). 

 Despite the contemporary popularity, there still exists debate towards the usefulness of 

anthropomorphic visual tropes. Some scholars have claimed that the conceptual cost of assigning 

free will and purpose to animals “is at the core difference between evolutionary theory and 

creationism” (Evans 2008:268). These animal welfare campaigns then, it is argued by theorists 

such as Evans (2008), and Legare et al. (2013), clash with the core tendencies of biological 

knowledge. Legare et al. (2013) claim “[by] applying human characteristics to animals and 
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plants, the biological world is assigned a sense of human purpose and free will that impedes an 

accurate understanding of biological processes” (187).   

  

 

 

 Figure 7 shows one of the earliest widely spread visual image campaigns that constructed 

animals as social beings expressing concerns over wellbeing in their voice. This image was first 

published in Punch, also known as The London Charivari. Punch, a British magazine of “humour 

and satire…renowned internationally for its wit and irreverence”, ran from 1841-2002 (Punch: 

About Index). The most lasting legacy of Punch is its introduction of the term “cartoon” as it is 

known today (ibid). Punch used these political and social cartoons to capture contemporary life 

at the time and sway governments and public alike. This publication was widely influential from 

the 1860s through to the late 1960s, peaking in the 1940s. Readership of this publication peaked 

Figure 7. Help! Here Come the Wild Animals Again! 
Originally published in Punch, reproduced in Our Dumb Animals, Vol. 65, No. 7, 
July 1932. Via the Collection of MSPCA Angell archived on the Be Kind Exhibit.  
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in 1947 with a weekly average of 184 000 magazine sales; the 1932 numbers in which Figure 6 

was first published reached weekly sales of 132 253 (ibid).  

 Not often did Punch delve into the social movement discussion of animal welfare. The 

category of “Animals and Pets Cartoons” ranks 22nd out of 157 categories among the online 

archives of Punch. Within this category of "Animals and Pets Cartoons" 947 of 1100 (86%) are 

specifically involving “Vintage Cats Cartoons” (119 images), “Vintage Dogs Cartoons” (640 

images), and “Pets Cartoons” (341 images). That leaves only 153 images for “Other Animals”. 

Breaking down even further, of these 153 cartoons, most of these are simply comedic 

representations. For example, a wolf howling at the moon only for the moon to tell the wolf to 

shut up (Punch 1987), or parents referencing the “pony stage” of a young girl (Punch 1949, 

1961, 1967). Only 11 of the 153 are appropriate for broad classification of animal welfare. 

Despite the rarely ventured territory, Figure 7 could attract enough attention that it was able to be 

picked up overseas by Our Dumb Animals.  

 The visual representation of Figure 7 shows two lions in the corner of an enclosure 

huddled tightly together. The scene captures the moment as two workers in traditional, to the 

point of stereotypical, circus garb climbs into the enclosure with one holding a formidable whip 

at his side. The male figure has a stern expression with furrowed brows as he holds the whip at 

the ready. The expressions of the embraced lions are exaggerated anthropomorphisms, well 

beyond usual lion capabilities. Anthropomorphized looks of terror have been drawn across their 

faces with eyes wide and mouth gaping open while using their forelegs to hold each other. 

Curiously, and certainly intentionally, this action of holding one another puts the lions in the 

posture of standing on two legs. They have turned their front legs into characterized arms 

through their usage. These are all clearly borrowed human mannerisms for ‘being afraid’. The 
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frightened response of a lion would involve none of these expressions or interactions. These 

lions and their actions made human primes the audience towards the intended message that is 

made clear in the anchorage.  

 The initial audience of Punch readers were not a demographic of people already 

interested in animal welfare. By representing animals as overtly human-like the creator is 

perhaps hoping to create a mental connection between the suffering of people which those that 

enjoy the social and political cartoons that audiences expected to see in Punch. Audiences, after 

seeing the humanity and fear that has stricken these lions can then empathize when they read the 

accompanying anchoring caption which reads: “The Lions: Help! Here Comes the Wild Animals 

Again!”.  

 In a reminder of how new and relatively untested this thematic mode of visual activism 

was at the time, the cartoonist felt it necessary to make it explicit that the lions were the speakers 

here. A contemporary audience would not need this reminder, as we see in Figure 8. In figure 8 

the audience does not need to be explicitly told that the caption, even though it is in direct 

quotes, refers to the elephant performing and not the ringleader wanting to get off work for the 

day.  This discursive theme exists across many visual platforms today and can be seen by 

audiences and researchers across both the animal performativity and the animal welfare social 

movement industries. It has become normalized for audiences to understand that they are taking 

in the “voice” of the animal(s). Content creators for the various social movements have been 

allowed by audiences to act as the interpreter for animals so much so that it is rarely questioned 

by the public, though the problematic method of speaking for another has been well documented 

(Gross 2016). 



 

 78 

 

 The contemporary rise in popularity of this mode of representation begs an obvious 

question that social researchers must consider when studying the development of the discourse 

analysis of social movement visual imagery: why is this a relatively recent phenomenon? The 

natural being of animals surely has not changed in the past 150 years, but how social movement 

organizations construct the field of representation to audiences has.  

 In some ways, this theme is a more radical extension of earlier popular conceptions of 

situating ourselves as humans in the place of the animal. Audiences need to be able to understand 

why the animal could have such ideas. If this is done successfully allowing audiences to properly 

imagine why an animal might say what has been presented, were they given a chance. This, in 

turn, attaches greater authenticity to the message – whether this is misleading or not. Removing 

Figure 8. “I want to 
go home.” 
 

Originally photo 
courtesy Creative 
Commons 2009. 
Caption credit: 

“Lion” magazine 
redistributed via 

Portland.indymedia 
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the visual element of a human ‘representative’ creates the impression that the message is one 

degree closer to reality.  

 While no prior study is directly asking about the thematic development of activist 

imagery presenting animals as their own speakers, there are related theoretical ideas about the 

evolution of how society has engaged with animals, animal welfare, and related social 

movements. The development of post-human theory within (late-)modernity, especially that 

which questions  boundaries between the human and the animal are important here (Ferreira 

2017; Sywenky 2011). Scientific processes developed by and for humans are seen to be 

increasingly applicable to other species, causing a general uncertainty where humanity is no 

longer seen as “fundamentally distinct from nature through politics, society and work” (Ferreira 

2017:15). Whereas early modernity separated us from the natural world, late modernity has 

brought us back into conversation with species across the globe, all of which are subject to 

analysis and classification (ibid:20-5). This distancing of natural environments that come with 

modernity has many side effects on how urban social life is lived. These effects range from a 

general disillusionment towards captive animal treatment and productive usage (Garner 1998), a 

growing social prominence put towards social movement activists (Lindblom and Jacobsson 

2014), and an expansion of the concept of rights extending beyond humans (Prior 2009).  

  I suggest that the rise of this “animals as social speakers” discourse is less impacted by 

any wholesale change in the social movement or the audiences, but instead was initiated by 

changes in the species of animals that popularized the animal entertainment industry. It is not a 

controversial statement to suggest that different animal species receive different moral 

considerations. Biological, psychological, and social functioning are all relevant factors from an 

ethical consideration standpoint (Appleby-Sandøe cited in Haynes 2008:109). Because of these 
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considerations mammals often receive the most focus, and mammals perceived as ‘intelligent’ by 

researchers are often atop the moral question (ibid 110). Audiences then are more likely to accept 

discourse that situates mammals scientifically designated as intelligent as worthwhile 

participants in the conversation of their welfare. Researchers and the public often see relatable 

intelligence as a dominant factor, but there are prominent examples where this is not the deciding 

factor. For example, pigs have repeatedly been shown to be much more intelligent than cats or 

dogs (Marchant-Forde 2009). If social movement organizations can convince people that some 

animals have “voices” worth considering, then it becomes easier for other animals to receive the 

same consideration. This speculation, it is posited here, might explain why elephants, dolphins, 

and whales could act as harbingers of the popularity of this social movement when it did not 

catch on in the early 1900s with lions and bears.  

 

Kindliness and Godliness   

 In general, the discursive themes discussed so far have been variously incorporated over 

time in burgeoning activist efforts to reach and persuade different audiences, in relation to 

different goals. A fourth key theme is somewhat different. Visual imagery produced with an eye 

towards religious idealization were numerous through the late 19th into the early 20th century. 

However, unlike the previous themes discussed, the theme of religious dominion over nature 

evaporated from the social movement conversation as we entered post-WWII modernity. 

 The American Humane Education Society (AHES) was one of many popular animal 

welfare groups operating within North America during the early decades of the 20th century. In a 

joint effort with local Humane Societies in both Canada and the United States, they organized an 

annual “Be Kind to Animals Week” wherein they would orchestrate coordinated bursts of 



 

 81 

compassionate messaging. Organizations accomplished this through the mass publication of 

single page “blotters” that were to be handed out by supporters in public and at special events. 

An example of a blotter from 1942 appears in Figure 9. Note how the image represents the 

animals as speakers in their plea, showing a notable early adaptor example from our previous 

theme. The backside of these blotters often advertised for a particular community event which 

would include speakers, exhibits, and parades. 

 

 

 

 To appeal to the religious community, local churches of all denominations “were asked to 

speak on the theme of kindness and compassion to all species in their weekly sermons [which 

served as] the origin of the ‘Humane Sunday’ concept” (Be Kind Exhibit 2018). Essay and poster 

competitions were held in the build-up to Humane Sunday, and the winners would be featured 

during the sermons. Figure 10 shows a poster that was initially displayed during Humane Sunday 

sermons. Developed by the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, with the goal of religious 

Figure 9: Be Kind to Animals Weekâ blotter. 
American Humane Education Society, 1942.  
Collection of MSPCA Angell via the Be Kind 
Exhibit 2018. 
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audiencing in mind, the poster makes no overt reference to religion beyond the symbolic 

imagery. The secular publication Our Dumb Animals then reproduced this image. 

  

 The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, who submitted Figure 10 for the AHES, was 

an organization dedicated to social reform by “[linking] the religious and the secular through 

concerted and far-reaching reform strategies based on applied Christianity” (Tyrrell 1991:2). As 

such, in creating this image, they were tasked with promoting their Christian values to the public 

regardless of their religious conviction. In this visual, a thick, healthy tree sprouts out of the 

Figure 10: Humane Week poster 
1932. Unknown artist. 
In association between the 
Woman’s Christian Temperance 
Union, the MSPCA, and the 
AHES.  
Published in Our Dumb Animals 
Vol.65 No.7.  
Collection of MSPCA Angell 
via the Be Kind Exhibit 2018. 
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ground labelled “Character.” It grows from two powerful sources: the ample roots that are 

drawing strength from “Kindness” in the ground and the beaming sun that is “Humane Week.”  

 From a secular perspective, the meaning is clear and succinct; kindness is the grounding 

source of strong character, and it is through Humane Week that the enriched character can thrive 

and be seen by all. Trees need both sources to grow, and without the light of Humane Week 

helping the character to bloom, internal characteristics of kindness would hardly be noticeable 

among the surrounding environment. 

 The image reveals more when applying the contextual knowledge of knowing that this 

image was created by a Christian organization, intended originally for display during a Christian 

sermon before it was ever picked up after the fact by mainstream publishers. Metaphors 

involving trees, roots, and upwards growth are central themes oft-repeated within the Bible 

(Ezekiel 47:7; Revelation 22:2; Daniel 4:20). Figure 10 draws inspiration from this theme and 

the bountiful references to kindness being among the most desirable and God-like of traits 

among humans to illustrate what makes a person strong and healthy in character (Prov 14:21; 

Prov 11:17; 2 Cor 9:10). 

 Within any social movement, there is a necessitation to appeal to an audience with a set 

of collective identities. It does not necessarily need to be the most significant section of society, 

there is value in niche marketing, but Rose's (2016) concept of audiencing makes clear that 

audiences necessarily view visual images as part of their broader identities as interpreters 

(Russmann and Svensson 2017:2). The theory of audiencing coincides with the dominant 

contemporary theory of social movement organizations striving for personalized political 

engagement, wherein they aim to attract support through how individuals already see themselves 

(Loader 2007:8-18; Amnå and Ekman 2013:270). There is substantial literature on the parallels 
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between the experience of devoted activists and components of religious function (Jamison et al. 

2000; Herzog 1993; Francione and Charlton 1992). As activism strives for greater 

personalization and political engagement, it is theorized by some that it and religious devotion 

each fulfill the same need for meaningful engagement thus unintentionally alienating adherents 

from each other (Sutherland and Nash 1994 cited in Jamison et al. 2000:307). These theories 

would suggest that religious communities would require extraordinary measures to be motivated 

to reach beyond religion-based social issues. Understandably, these ideas are not without their 

debate amongst the field.  

 Nevertheless, along with the contemporary emphasis on personalized politics is the 

increasing diversity of identity relations. In the past 100 years, the percentage of North 

Americans who self-identify as Christian has dropped from 96% to 86% (Pew Forum 2011), 

with only 53% of 2014 Americans considering religion “very important” in their life (Pew 

Forum 2014). Because of this dwindling importance placed upon religion, the collective 

identities of prominent “ingroups” has shifted away from one of religious identity to one marked 

by social categorization and the existence of “intergroup biases” (Dovidio et al. 2009:4). Dovidio 

et al. (2009: 3) posit that the most pervasive desire for the dominant ingroups in society is for the 

formation of a “common, one-group identity”. Social movement organizations, in response, may 

have considered the religious-centric method in a society with waning religious interest to be too 

divisive to the majority powerholders wish for a dominant class that wants nothing more than to 

see a familiar intergroup.  

 Seen through the lens of personalized politics then, these serve as potential theories to 

help researchers make sense of why visual images that rely on appeals to holy authority may 

have fallen aside. Statistically, most North Americans still adhere to, and value, religious 
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messaging so it would stand to reason that the social movement may permeate the religious 

milieu. However, outside of some small, isolated-from-the-movement individuals, there are no 

substantial religion-centric activist organizations with an eye towards animal performativity 

opposition.  

 

Summary 

 In this chapter, I have presented my exploratory findings to illuminate the numerous 

forms that visual animal performance activism has taken. What became apparent, after exploring 

the available datasets, was evidence for distinct discursive themes – each constructing 

animal/human relations, the nature of the animal subject, the ethical problem to be addressed - 

that existed within the visuals. Within this chapter, I have established four of the most prominent 

themes of the movement over the past 150 years of image production.  

 After examining 372 visual images created by 18 social movement organizations, the 

historical evolution of the social movement to date has become more evident. The social 

movements against animal performance emerged in the late 19th century at least partly in 

response to a growing movement that believed homo sapiens belonged atop the species hierarchy 

pyramid (Beers 2006:3). This belief developed alongside, perhaps not coincidentally, a social 

shift into modernity and urbanization. As North American society embraced values of modernity, 

many questions arose regarding relations between animals and humans. As I have discussed in 

chapter 2, the new supremacy placed upon scientific knowledge had different consequences. 

Some used it to justify human domination further, while activists, as I have shown in the 

Biological Equivalence section, used new scientific knowledge to appeal to similarities in 

feelings and character. There was indeed an initial period of fascination in watching animals do 
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‘human’ actions, but, at least in specific species and circumstances, the substantive interest 

appears to have been significantly challenged (Peterson 2007).  

 All four prominent themes that I have addressed here, along with other accompanying 

discourses, have been used to strategic effect in gaining awareness and growing the movement. 

They are different in their messaging, but they do not operate independently of one another. 

Providing animals with a voice is meaningless without some understanding of base equivalency, 

or else the words may as well be alien for all we could deduce of their desires and emotions. By 

explaining that it is the Holy Way to be kind, activists are appealing to a message that these 

beings are inherently pure beings, in ways that are not applied when justifying any Holy war or 

directing action towards an object with less equivalency such as a mushroom in the ground.  

 Social movements must appeal themselves to the broadest range of people possible, so it 

is essential to have varied modes of communicating a message. They can be considered as 

advertisers to this point, particularly within post-WWII consumer culture (Marcuse cited in 

Mackay 1997:3-4). This has led to consumer suspicion, particularly in post-modernity, as 

companies and advertisers are often understood as only existing to influence consumers in 

seeking profit (Mackay 1997:4). For many consumers, it is not enough to apply counter accounts 

in a one-directional line of appeal (Vinnari and Laine 2017:14). Social movements must provide 

an alternative or strong moral reasoning behind making a definite change to one’s lifestyle (ibid).  

 To this end, each discursive theme articulated in this exploration can hold significant 

value. New social media allow for personalized messages in ways previously unimagined. 

Whereas Our Dumb Animals necessarily had to dilute their message with many different 

approaches and themes, new organizations can tailor their message to the individual. Godliness 
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may be focused on specifically religious areas of the United States, or equivalence may be 

articulated to those that already engage with animals through pets.  

 Personalized consumer interaction necessitates a multitude of relationships as content 

producers are continually renegotiating the meaning of their animal subjects to tailor the pre-

existing knowledge for their audiences. This chapter aims to shine a light on some of the social 

contexts they are negotiating within. Though personalized communication is often written about 

as a modern form springing from new media, these 19th century images, and countless like them, 

form a blueprint for modern personalization (Bennet and Segerberg 2012). They are not asking 

for audiences to march to Parliament or to spread the message to their followers, but instead are 

attempting to engage individuals and find common-ground, personal reasons to accept and 

participate in the social movement (Bennet and Segerberg 2012:745).  

 Personalization, as a strategy, was found to often rely on imaginative or fictional 

representations rather than graphic visual captures such as photography. This was contrary to my 

initial hypothesis that graphic suffering made visible would be one of the most dynamic modes 

of representation. Instead it was found to be a relatively minor means of messaging, and when it 

was used it was often secondary, and formed a backdrop to anchorage. Many theorists question 

the value of visualizing overt suffering as a tool for changing public opinion. Photograph 

elicitation, on the personal level, often relies on engagement which requires prolonged reading, 

something which uncomfortable images may implicitly discourage (Harper 2012:156). The 

violent and voyeuristic nature of many animal-suffering pictures often risk undercutting the 

nature of the violence and the primacy of the physical body as some believe it can never be 

accurately captured and transferred to a removed audience (Kilby 2013:326).  
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Chapter 5: Technologies of Visual Activism  

Introduction  

 In the previous chapter, I used a sample of images to illustrate how the social movements 

against animal performance historically developed a visual discourse along a series of 

distinguishable themes. That chapter was focused primarily on how images could be ‘read’ to 

promote social change. This chapter identifies and discusses some of the shifts in the creation 

and distribution of these activist images over time. In this way, the chapter examines what 

difference digital networked technologies have made to animal performance activism. It is 

popularly thought that such new technologies are automatically and uniformly transformative. I 

show that while the means through which images can be captured, transformed, and circulated to 

audiences have changed dramatically since the 18th century, the specific ideological content of 

these images is reproduced from earlier iterations discussed in the previous chapter. To illustrate 

this, I compare the various technologies of visual mediation that have been employed over the 

course of the movement and note how image reading changes as does the means of capturing and 

circulating images. First, I explore the evolving technologies that have become accessible 

throughout the 150-year history of the social movement. Second, I evaluate some of the 

consequences created by new media communications. Third, I draw upon the production of early 

photographic representations and evaluate its public reception to evaluate contemporary 

representations used by the social movement. The chapter concludes by arguing that 

contemporary video documentaries are merely the latest form in a long line of ‘challenging 

media’ but are not the revolutionary medium that some scholars have suggested.  
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The Case for Examining Technical Means 

 To complement the previous discussion on the development of the visual discourse of 

animal activism, it is necessary now to turn the examination towards the sites of visual 

methodology. Following Rose (2013, 2016), chapter 4 was centered on the ‘site of the image’ 

and the ‘site of audiencing’, analyzing the images as the audience would, or was intended to, 

‘read’ them. This chapter is more focused on elaborating on the ‘site of circulation’ and, 

particularly, the ‘site of production’. Rose (2016) shows that understanding the technical means 

of image production and circulation are necessary for critical evaluation. In the most 

deterministic form of ‘medium theory’, Kittler (1999) argues that “the technologies used in the 

making of an image determine its form, meaning and effect” (cited in Rose 2016:27). It is 

generally accepted that the means through which images are produced (film, print, digital, and so 

on) shapes the possibilities of distribution and reception. However, it is important to note 

whether the image is claiming to capture a reality (as in so-called ‘live’ media), or is meant as a 

representation (such as an animation). Whether the technologies of photographic capturing, 

which seem to portray a moment of reality, are more ‘truthful’ than other representations is a 

subject of debate (Barthes 1977), but Foucauldian histories suggest the answer to that debate is 

less important than the power dynamic and perceived truthfulness that comes from the visual 

captures of cameras and video recorders (Rose 2016:27). 

 The subsequent consumption of images also relies in part on the technical means of 

production and distribution. A common misconception exists that the popularization of images 

has occurred because they are easily readable. The medium of an image carries such powerful 

meaning that the same image may create entirely new readings when viewed in different contexts 

(ibid 45). Bourdieu and Darbel (1991) relay this point through the example of art gallery 
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viewers. The symbolic spectating will reach different audiences and prime different responses 

(ibid 14). Much work is needed to ‘properly’ view an image, no matter how clear the producer 

thinks they are being as all reading is interpretable (Rose 2016:177). The focus for audiences will 

remain the image itself, but the work done by placement, circulation, anchorage, and previous 

exposures are crucial for successful imaging (Rose 2014:177). In the context of social 

movements then, it is worth asking how innovative technical means can provide fresh readings 

and exposures to previously established thematic narratives and activist discourse.  

 In a contemporary society of continually scrolling visual feeds (e.g. Instagram), visual 

images - drawings, gifs, cartoons, videos, photoshopped images and unaltered photographs - 

appear to bombard audiences. Some scholars have argued that due to the sheer volume of their 

experience, audiences naively believe they are visually savvy, able to interpret and distinguish 

between the narratives presented (Azoulay 2008:125). Schwartz (2007) claims “viewing images 

is a learned, skill-based activity. The experience of viewing a visual image differs from that of 

reading a written text” (319). Images and words are “fundamentally different communication 

systems,” and by applying linguistic thematic understandings to the field of visual methodology, 

there is an inherent disconnect (ibid).  

 

History and Impact of Technological Innovation 

 New stories told, from new angles, and for new audiences; in simple terms, this has been 

the prominent consequence of each significant visual innovation. The introduction of new visual 

strategies often creates a jarring disassociation that often has an immediate, noticeable impact 

before it is woven into everyday life (see Bolter and Grusin 1999). At the moment of radical 

innovation (e.g. the emergence of facial recognition technologies), it may be impossible to 
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critically evaluate the long-term ramifications of a development with any sophistication. This 

may lead to anxious overstatements that this technique has developed a new paradigm for the 

movement (Moses 2017). Therefore, I will draw my discussion together by examining past 

examples that we can evaluate with the gift of hindsight. Here I will examine the earliest 

photographic representations of animal activism and the public reactions to demonstrate how 

new visual methods are powerful reiterations of previous ideas rather than necessarily 

transformative new ideas. 

 Where my research examination begins, in 1860s North America, photographs were not a 

feasible mode of storytelling for the social movements concerning animal welfare. Photography 

was relatively expensive and limited to capture ‘still’ and staged environments; neither of which 

is befitting counter-cultural movements aimed at unpredictable animals. These technical 

limitations resulted in a reliance on hand-drawn representations which were well-established as 

the dominant mode of visual storytelling. The public was getting their first glimpse into how the 

development of cameras could reshape their experience, perception and understanding of the 

world. In the US, it was during the American Civil War that viewers “were forced to confront the 

stark novelty of photographs” for the first time. Subsequently, many quickly realized the 

potential of photographic visibility to produce different understandings (Finnegan 2015:4).  

 The earliest known photograph of a U.S. President, technically a daguerreotype 

reproduction, of Abraham Lincoln was first revealed in an 1895 issue of McClure’s magazine. It 

is no understatement to claim the production of this photographed image had a profound impact 

on audience understanding (Finnegan 2015:68). The president of the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, General Francis A. Walker, upon seeing the photograph wrote, “To my eye it 

explains Mr. Lincoln far more than the most elaborate line-engraving which has been produced” 
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(ibid). The image did not carry any surprise; Walker and the public knew what facial 

characteristics Lincoln had and could have recognized him had he lived. It was the new medium 

of Lincoln’s portrayal that forced competing readings of the man.  

 In the two issues following the publication, McClure’s published seven full pages of 

audience responses to the image, many of which revealed that the image posed significant 

‘reading’ problems. Viewers’ interpretation of Lincoln’s iconography sparked an audience 

debate not because the image unveiled new facts about him, but because in the image audiences 

saw a chance for personal reflection. Unlike the instruction of descriptive writing, “Lincoln’s 

portrait shifts depending on who is doing the remembering” (Kunhart, Kunhart, and Kunhart 

cited in Finnegan 2015:71). The same visual could carry different readings because facing the 

audiences as a new mode of delivery of a subject with which they were previously familiar. This 

difficulty in the reading of the new medium gives weight to Schwartz’ (2007) assertion that 

reading visual mediums is a learned skill, rather than anything inherent in the image.  

 The technology available has often shaped the social discourse that can be constructed 

and utilized by social movements. An example of this can be seen through a well-documented 

history of transformative moments that were enabled by visual technologies. In the early 20th 

century, offset lithography was developed on a mass scale, allowing newspapers and magazines 

to print more, and more precise photographic images than ever before (Kipphan 2001:354). This 

development led to the coinage of the job description “graphic designer” in 1922, legitimizing 

the role of image usage and the process of “touching up” a photo (ibid). The development of 

increased visual accessibility for the public combined with ongoing technological innovation 

made possible two of the most significant examples of the power of visual activism: news 

reporting of the Vietnam War, and the Blue Marble – the first picture of Earth from space. The 
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invention of relatively lightweight, portable cameras meant landscapes and scenarios could be 

captured in unprecedented colourful detail, while the proliferation of television broadcasting 

meant that millions of people across multiple regions could view the same image simultaneously. 

These two factors combined to evoke dominant understandings as the world was brought to the 

comfort of audiences living rooms. The American war effort was arguably undermined by 

protests at home sparked by visual accounts of their soldiers’ actions (Fry 2017:220). While 

seeing the earth from space is often credited as sparking a wave of social movement actions, 

becoming “the root of a global environmental consciousness” (Conway 2008 cited in Wagley 

2016). The motivating power of images through novel technical means was cemented in the 

1970s with these two cases.  

 

Authenticity and Witnessing 

 Prior to the development of accessible consumer grade cameras in the mid 1970s, 

individuals who wished to share their views had little in the way of evidence when speaking 

against companies that had become cultural institutions (Trenholm 2007). Witness narratives 

were unproven and contested (Burke 2010:435). As photographic technology became cheaper, 

more portable, and more clear through the 1980s, activists found that views from “inside” could 

now be presented to audiences to be legitimized. Illustrations of the consequences of this 

phenomenon in society are present through landmark examples such as the police beating 

Rodney King, or the American torture and humiliation of Iraqi prisoners (ibid). Neither of these, 

the Blackfish documentary, nor many other social movement rallying points, would have been 

possible without consumer-grade camera capabilities.  
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 As the capabilities of graphic designers have become more sophisticated, however, the 

authenticity of images has become less clear than it ever was. This has paved the way for so-

called ‘raw footage’ to become more desirable. In the case of animal performance activism, the 

innovation of ever-smaller cameras and the new media landscape of mass circulation led to an 

entire wing of the movement being devoted to undercover investigations. During undercover 

investigations employees of targeted companies could be fitted with cameras recording a feed to 

be instantly saved and edited off-site. This produces raw imagery purporting to show the reality 

behind-the-scenes, tying into the contemporary theory of connective witnessing. First person 

footage with minimal touch-ups and jarring visuals are all staples of connective witnessing, 

which it has been theorized is a reliable method of creating relatable personalized 

communication (Bennet and Segerberg 2012).  

 The phenomenon of audiences desiring documenting eyes embedded within the action 

has led to the rise of what some theorists refer to as “connective action” or “connective 

witnessing” (Al Sayyad and Guvenc 2015; Anden-Papadopoulos 2013). The dominant narrative 

attached to these photographic or video captures of current scenarios is that they produce an 

authentic framing of reality. The theoretical tenants of what defines connective witnessing are 

when the visual representations are: hypermobile, opaque, and carry a presumption of being both 

non-narrative and raw (Anden-Papadopoulos 2013:345-351). Visual researchers theorize that by 

replicating the experience of a human eye, alive and imperfect but existing at the moment, that 

the reproduction creates stronger engagement than other visual forms can (Mortensen 2017; 

Anden-Papadopoulos 2013). 

 The strategy of showing rough, amateur footage meant to be shown on the mainstream 

news and beyond relies on Marshall McLuhan’s famous assertion that “the medium is the 
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message” (1967). These images have shown to be useful in short, instantaneous campaigns if 

they can grab the public consciousness, making them seem a reliable method of activism, but 

only a small percentage of footage is picked up by the mainstream, and even less leads to 

consequential change before the news cycle (Animal Charity Evaluators 2016). When one does 

reach mainstream status, however, their potential far surpasses any publication or new media 

campaign – undercover investigations were responsible for over 300 million views on various 

animal welfare movements in 2014 alone (ibid). The most prolific of these being the 

breakthrough video Blackfish, which combined documentarian techniques with undercover 

investigations and interviews. This was revolutionary in its contemporary impact, often being 

directly cited as playing a role in new legislation written targeting the use of marine animal 

performances (Parsons 2018). Along with the new forms of messaging that have been enabled by 

new communications and circulations - such as social media bolstered undercover documentaries 

- are new challenges to how the visuals are understood by audiences. 

 

Supplement or Change? 

 Producers are limited to their resources, and certain messages rely on technologies to 

accurately convey them. This chapter has discussed specific examples of social movements – 

animal performativity and otherwise – capitalizing on the continual development of image 

capturing technologies. A common tactic in contemporary animal welfare activism relies on 

undercover investigators, a technique which would not have made sense as a large-scale effort 

before the accessibility of adequately detailed camera. In this way, continual change can provide 

new opportunities; though it is too early to tell the consequences of these rapidly added message 

supplementations. 



 

 96 

 The continual changing of messaging and delivery can also backfire against the 

movement by leading to audience uncertainty. Audiences may be drawn to or turned off by 

evolving representations (Schwartz 2002:27). It is the producer's job to tap into how audiences 

will respond to representations, but these responses are fluid between audiences and times. As 

such, I conclude here that ‘capturing the moment’ of abuse for audiences to see is not a sufficient 

goal for the social movements aimed towards animal welfare and against the animal performance 

industry. The previous 150 years of animal performativity activism were not insufficient or 

incomplete without capturing technologies. They were able to use thematic representations to 

connect to the public consciousness through messaging other than photo-realism. I argue here 

that, just as was found in chapter 4 where new public concerns did not totally supersede previous 

narratives, the evolving visual technology does not result in any previous method to be wholly 

replaced. It instead acts as a supplement to the existing strategies to be added to an arsenal of 

techniques. These may move in and out of favour but are never removed from the equation.  

 

Summary 

 Through this examination of the technologies of visual activism, I have explored some 

core concepts of visual activism and related them to various social movements in the past 150 

years. This began with an exploration into the importance of sites of circulation and the site of 

production where I acknowledge that there is much more to visual methodology than audiencing 

reading, which was the focus of Chapter 4. I then considered image reading as a skill-based 

activity. The skill of image reading relies on other factors which producers must consider such as 

placement, circulation, anchorage, and previous exposures. 
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 This chapter then discussed some aspects of the history and the reception of developing 

technologies of visual captures, including the challenges that audiences faced when confronted 

with new forms of representation, exemplified through photographs of President Lincoln. Similar 

to my previous chapter, perhaps counterintuitively given the current state of the movement, I 

have found that although the movement is not static, it is not one which undergoes radical 

changes either in messaging or in delivery. New forms of knowledge and new modes of 

expression have been deliberately worked into the movement to take advantage of social trends. 

This can be seen through the present use of documentary footage as a long form supplementation 

to social media memes; or the seamless supplementation of adding scientific facts of similarities 

to previously established messages of religious kindness.  
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Final Reflections: How the Movement Arrived Here 

 The animal performance industry has come under heavy international criticism over the 

past decade as 45 countries have thus far banned or limited the practice. In this thesis, I offer 

exploratory research into the development of the contemporary social movements against animal 

performance. This exploration attempts to conceptualize the social movement through three 

distinct components, each of which is analyzed and offered as necessary to the whole. These 

components are: the progression of social movements, the changing attitudes towards the animal, 

and the evolving use of the visual. My research focuses on what I believe to be the crucial 

aspects of the movement: the different discourses articulated, and the changing means of 

messaging. In chapter 4 I show how the visual communication of the movement has, for the past 

150 years, been articulated through four key discursive themes that produce the animal subject: 

innocence, equivalence, voice, and godliness. The relative consistency of these themes suggests 

that despite significant social change there are some consistent values, or perceived values, 

regarding animals over the period. This may also suggest that social movements are not 

necessarily creating new conditions for understanding a cause, but instead tailor their cause and 

interests to the current social climate; though further extensive research would be required to 

understand the complexity of those dynamics correctly.  

 In chapter 4, I also discussed how the social movements against the animal performance 

industry appeals to consumers over time. The messaging presented on leaflets, buttons, or tweets 

varies considerably from the messaging that was offered by mainstream magazine coverage, 

billboards, or documentaries. I suggest that this is due to the power of personalized 

politics/communication (Bennet and Segerberg 2012). This difference may be due to the 

perspective that the potential for personalization and identity formation is valuable for creating 
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stronger attachments to the movement, whereas attention-grabbing displays are necessary to 

begin the conversation (Vinnari and Laine 2017; Harper 2012). 

 In chapter 5 I offer a brief account of the technical means of visual production in general 

and in activism more specifically. I come to the same conclusion here, though in a less explicit 

form. This discussion in this chapter suggests that while specific visuals can have a 

transformative impact, such as the personal challenges to seeing photographs of President 

Lincoln, or the rallying cry presented by Blackfish, what the historical development of 

technological means has led me to conclude is that what we see is cycles of occasionally 

challenging representation. The animal performance social movement does not appear to be 

waiting for, and nor is it reliant upon new innovations or ideas. That is to say, there does not 

need to be a scramble for the next Blackfish or next big innovation. Though Blackfish appeared 

during an apparent climax of the movement, in 2014, the momentum had begun at least 150 

years prior and had been at a tipping point since 2008 with the legislation in Bolivia. The 

movement has been able to use any representation available to reach into the concerns of the 

public and simply adapts new techniques as the public becomes receptive to them. Given the 

historical trends examined within this thesis I find it reasonable to conclude the movement will 

continue touching on the same core concepts through the same reliable means of communication, 

with merely updated modes of circulation – evolving from magazines to Twitter memes – to gain 

public momentum.  

 

Making Sense of the Contemporary Challenges to the Industry  

The conclusions from chapter’s 4 and 5 both argue that there has been no radical change from 

the movement that has led to the current arguments of the animal performance industry. This 
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conclusion differs from my initial expectations. I had, when formulating this thesis, hoped to use 

this thesis to explain the relative surge of the movement through the actions of the social 

movement organizations and activists. Although there was a spike in interest due to the new 

access that behind-the-scenes video recording allowed, particularly with 2014’s Blackfish, the 

momentum had begun to shift as early as 2008 and has continued through 2018 even as the 

conversations surrounding Blackfish have diminished and been challenged (Parsons 2018:78).  

     There exist so many continuities in the history of the movement that I humbly suggest 

that the change must have come from external social factors. I understand the challenges of 

studying opinion-formation but would be interested in seeing more research towards the 

emerging scientific consensus, and the integration of scientific forms of knowledge when 

discussing ideas of animal sentience and welfare, as predicted by Franklin (1999). As modernity 

pulls nature and human society apart while simultaneously encouraging a coming together of 

animals and humans, a complete rethinking of how animals are presented and allowed in society 

has become more challenging, but also more possible, than ever. Scientific forms of knowledge 

regarding animal study have slowly seeped into the realm of sociology and other disciplines 

which were once considered to only study human subjects. By encouraging research on all forms 

of animal/human relations and the dynamics present from each side we can further legitimize 

challenges to the status quo of animal/human industries.  

     The growth of animal/human studies, I propose, is also not coincidentally tied to the 

growth of inclusive research in general, as many scholars acknowledge that legitimizing one 

form of exploitation only helps to legitimize all forms of exploitation (Gaard 2012; Birke et al. 

2004). Whether it was historical accounts of likening human slavery to animal shows or defining 

what an animal is and what being queer is, I was surprised by how apparent it became that 
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animal studies and feminist/anti-exploitation sociologists are interlinked and must rely upon one 

another. From another perspective, a social change that has emerged that has assisted the animal 

performance movement, and simultaneous anti-exploitation movements has been the 

prioritization placed upon witnessing and situated suffering (Ristovska 2016:1034-6). Activists 

have been able to take advantage of audiences wanting representation to feel “real”, and behind-

the-scenes or undercover investigations, which have been a staple of the animal welfare industry, 

allow for a perfect avenue of connective witnessing techniques. First used for large-scale 

activism in the 1970s, visual witnessing has developed and been refined in its consistent use 

(Carmeli 2002). 

 

Limitations 

 An exploratory thesis of this nature has many limitations that must be acknowledged. The 

most substantial challenge I faced in my analysis is that the research relies heavily on 

interpretive work. Images require labour and skill to read. They are not obvious or self-

explanatory (Rose 2016:133). In my readings, I have done my best to put myself in the 

perspective of each of the intended audience, the creator, and the observant researcher, but there 

exists an undeniable role of subjectivity to every visual analysis. The challenge of situated 

reading is especially true as the research becomes more historical and the original perspectives 

become more foreign to my life experience.  

 Along with the difficulty of situated audiencing, another issue with historical records is 

the uneven nature of available materials. Only specific volumes of Our Dumb Animals were 

digitally archived for research. Because of this, there may have existed other potentially fulfilling 

images that have simply been lost to time. This non-completion limits any analysis to relatively 
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small sample sizes, remaining exploratory and illustrative. Conversely, when examining 

contemporary visuals, mainly via social media, there exists an issue of inundation. Every day 

there are an estimated 500 million tweets sent (InternetLiveStats). This volume results in there 

being too many potentially fulfilling visuals from too many potentially appropriate organizations 

for any researcher to adequately account for every instance. To get around this issue I have 

explained how I limited the research to the most popularly engaged with social media posts, but 

there may be other more appropriate ways to sift through the overwhelming amount of 

information. 

 

Further Discussion and Required Research 

     As this research addresses a social movement during its apparent climax, many questions 

will still need to be discussed in future studies. First, it will be essential to see if this is indeed a 

climax of the social movements against animal performance. It is almost impossible to tell in the 

moment of action what the outcomes of a social movement will be (Tarrow 1998 cited in 

Staggenborg 2008:3-4). This could be a brief moment in several isolated countries, or it could be 

the beginning phases of broader animal welfare and societal renegotiation, or anything in 

between. This thesis was primarily focused on answering the question “how did we get here?”; it 

will be up to further research to answer where exactly “here” is. Throughout, I have offered a 

discussion on what I would like to see elaborated on in the future by myself, other sociologists, 

and other disciplines, especially the emerging ideas of animal sentience, animal welfare, and 

what this means in contemporary public discourse.  
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