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Abstract 

 

This thesis employs thematic discourse analysis to elucidate prominent themes and 

points of contention associated with roaming cats (Felis catus).  The data comprised 

2476 online user comments responding to content related to roaming cats, 75 

qualitative survey responses, 771 Facebook responses, and biographies 

reconstructed from eight case studies of cat-human relationships. These reflect 

broader social discourses surrounding more-than-human animals and human 

governance over other animals. Notions of guardian (owner) responsibilities are 

underpinned by different perceptions of companion cats (pets), ranging from child-

like dependents who need to be protected and ‘parented’ to wild-like animals whose 

confinement would be morally wrong. Comments reveal how discourses from 

scientists, cat and wildlife advocacy groups, and the media are filtered through a 

local lens and often applied out of context. The data supports the notion that media 

reporting is instigating a moral panic over roaming cats by evoking emotive 

responses to predation by cats. These invariably become entangled within 

discourses related to cat safety, welfare, and complaints of ‘nuisance’ behaviours. 

Discourses surrounding cats in the community are further examined within a more-

than-human biopolitical framework that describes how cohesive social mechanisms 

exert control over feline bodies through normalisation of practices such as desexing 

and confinement. Language was found to play a key role in biopolitical control by 

dominating the narrative of ‘responsible’ cat guardianship. Language is also central 

to moral panic theory, and the term ‘feral’ was shown to reinforce a ‘folk devil’ trope 

of free-living cats as transgressive and inherently different from companion cats. 

‘Feral’ also invoked pity among those adamant cats need human love and care. 

However, cats are not without agency and can co-create meaning within a 

multispecies home or community. Case studies demonstrated cat-human 

intersubjectivity (joint meaning-making) and the various relationships formed between 

cats and non-feline animals (including human), both inside and outside of their 

homes.  
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1. Introduction.  
 

1.1. Preface. 
 

This introductory chapter serves to introduce my research questions, and to set the 

stage for subsequent chapters. I position myself as a researcher and discuss how I 

engaged in reflexive praxis throughout this thesis. Anthrozoology as a discipline is 

discussed, particularly in relation to my ethical stance on treating more-than-human 

animals as ethically significant beings.1 Key terminology is defined and my approach 

to the research questions are justified. 

 

1.2. Research questions. 
 

Cats (Felis catus) are known to many as the notoriously independent animals who 

roam neighbourhoods worldwide (Bradshaw, 2013). However, the predation habits of 

roaming cats are increasingly being viewed as a global conservation problem (see 

Marra & Santella, 2016). The relatively recent phenomenon of indoor-only cats is 

welcomed by those concerned about wildlife predation, or bothered by ‘nuisance’ 

behaviours, namely unwelcomed garden visits and defecation (Dabritz et al., 2006; 

Grayson et al., 2002; Lord, 2008; Loyd & Hernandez, 2012; Sandøe et al., 2018; 

Toukhsati et al., 2012). The practice of keeping cats confined to the home can also 

be a response to the various hazards roaming cats encounter, especially the danger 

of road traffic (Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016). However, many 

people insist cats are happier and healthier when free to roam, and even that it is 

cruel to keep them confined (Crowley et al., 2020a; Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; 

McLeod et al., 2015; Toukhsati et al., 2012). Some community cats are cared for by 

residents but do not have a formal guardian or belong to a human household (Zito et 

al., 2015). Furthermore, cats who were never socialised to humans as kittens often 

struggle to adjust to living in a human household (Casey et al., 2008; Karsh & Turner, 

1988; McCune, 1995; Slater, 2004). Even when it is possible to socialise adult cats, it 

does not mean that placing them within a human household and/or confinement is 

 
1 See Section 1.6 for a full explanation of the terms more-than-human (all animals, including humans) 
and other-than-human animals (all non-human animals).  
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always in the best interests of every cat. Neither does it follow that humans should 

exert control over healthy free-living cats. 

 

My research queries how the international discourse that takes place in cyberspace 

both reflects and affects how cats and humans relate to each other within local urban 

communities, namely within ‘Westernised,’ predominantly English-speaking 

societies.2 It also ponders whether an assumed status of cats as a domesticated 

species grants humans the prerogative to assume responsibility and governance 

over their actions and wellbeing. Or should cats be considered free agents whose 

independence must be respected? Rather than tackle these philosophical/ethical 

questions directly (see Section 1.3), I took a more empirical approach to 

understanding what various actors have to say, and how discourses surrounding cat-

human relations relate to wider social discourses. Even amongst cat advocates, 

there is disagreement amongst what is ‘best for’ cats (Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021). 

By viewing cats as individuals with unique experiences, circumstances, and 

personalities, I sought to understand the possible modes of co-existence and how 

cats form relationships and influence humans. My research can be broken down into 

the following sub-questions: 

 

1) What are the various discourses surrounding roaming cats? 
 
2) How do prominent points of contention relate to wider social 
discourses, such as those concerned with cat welfare, animal agency, 
and community, and social control? 
 
3) How do cats influence their humans and co-create meaning within the 
cat-human relationship?  

 

 
2 See Section 1.5.3. for my justification of adopting this term. 
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The first thread of my research took a qualitative approach to explore discourses 

associated with roaming cats in urban communities. Thematic discourse analysis of 

comments associated with media sources reporting on cats, and survey responses, 

identified key themes that centred around the concepts of agency and control 

(Chapters 3 to 6). The second research thread sought to understand how humans 

relate to the cats in their family and/or in their communities, and how different cats 

interact with humans and their environments (Chapters 7 and 8). At the onset a 

primary objective of my research was to attempt to bring in the feline perspective to 

discussions of roaming cats. This has been challenging as direct interactions with 

feline participants was limited during my data-collection period, due to the Covid-19 

lockdowns and the uncertainty surrounding the planning of in-person research. My 

case-studies included limited feline observational data, namely from on-camera 

appearances during interviews and footage shared by human participants of their 

cats. Furthermore, the biographical research elements were derived from the 

perspective of the human guardian. However, I endeavoured to draw attention to 

feline individuality and used biographic reconstruction to explore what some of the 

different feline perspectives might be (Chapter 2.5, Chapter 8). 

 

1.3. A right to roam?  
 

The question in the title reflects the discourses analysed in this thesis and the 

different ways people talk about roaming cats. The question itself is intended to be 

rhetorical and is not something my thesis can adequately answer. First off, there is 

the issue of defining exactly what a ‘right’ is and who might have it. Hegel (1991 

[1821], §29) developed a concept of ‘right’ that was grounded in the existence of free 

will within the world. Freedom, according to Hegel (1991 [1821]) is embedded within 

a social framework that imposes restraints on the individual. The behaviour of an 

individual affects not only themselves, but those around them. Thus, an individual’s 

right is limited by the potential to cause harm to others. This concept can be applied 

to both legal rights defined by the State and to the moral or ethical rights of 

individuals. Hegel (1991 [1821], §41) understood personhood as an action of freewill 

that was bound up in the institution of property relations and contracts. Essentially, 
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individuals come to understand themselves as free through their actions. While 

recognising they possess their own body and may experience consciousness, Hegel 

(1991 [1821], §44) said [other-than-human] animals have no right to their own body 

because they have no will over their own life. As such cats could not have rights. 

Lumsden (2021) takes issue with Hegel’s conceptualisation of freedom because it 

excludes nature in its final formulation and assumes a nature-culture divide. The 

nature-culture dichotomy is built upon the notion of human exceptionalism and 

human nature being distinct (and superior) from animality. Human rights are ‘most 

commonly understood as inherent and universal fundamental rights that every 

human being has simply in virtue of being human’ (Stucki, 2023, p. 17). The animal 

rights movement gained momentum after Peter Singer (1975) published Animal 

Liberation, extending the concept of basic rights to other-than-human animals. 

Animal rights embraced the philosophy that sentient animals have moral worth that is 

independent of their utility for humans. In this respect, the basic needs (such as food) 

and interests (such as avoiding suffering) of other-than-human animals should be 

afforded the same consideration as humans (Francione, 2006). However, the 

definition of ‘basic’ is subjective and an adequate interpretation in this context is 

beyond the scope of this thesis. Furthermore, the concept of negative rights (the 

universal right of sentient beings to be free from pain and persecution) is distinct from 

positive rights (those granted only to specific groups, such as the right to vote being 

restricted to citizens) (Milligan, 2015) 

 

I contend that a cat’s right to roam cannot be determined independently of the social 

and natural environment they are embedded within, and must account for the rights 

of other animals, including wildlife. Nonetheless a cats’ ‘right to roam’ was frequently 

alluded to and debated in the data examined in my thesis (hence the title of this 

dissertation). What was meant by ‘right’ was not always clear, but often it appeared 

to be referring to either a local bylaw or a moral obligation for humans to ‘allow’ or 

‘restrict’ feline roaming. The purpose of this thesis was to examine the discourses 

surrounding roaming cats and how different people conceive feline rights and human 

responsibilities. For example, whether cats are conceived as persons, property, 

dependents, members of a domesticated species, or akin to wildlife will dictate what 

legal and moral rights are ultimately attributed to them.  
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1.4. Positioning myself as a researcher. 
 

Both positionality and reflexivity are deemed important elements of qualitative 

research, and necessary for ensuring robustness (Chiseri-Strater, 1996; Holmes, 

2020; Madden, 2010). Positionality refers to the knowledge, experiences, and beliefs 

of the researcher in relation to how this influences the research process (Bourke, 

2014; Holmes, 2020). The nature of qualitative social research means it is never 

value-free, and as such must account for the researcher’s motivations, their core 

beliefs, and assumptions, and disclose any inherent bias. Robinson and Wilson 

(2022, p. 13) recommended qualitative researchers clearly state their motivations 

and assumptions in the form of a ‘positionality statement’ (see Section 1.4.1, below). 

This should include an epistemological position, outlining the researcher’s personal 

beliefs, theoretical and philosophical influences, and perspectives in relation to the 

research. Other potential influences may include personal characteristics and 

identities in terms of gender, age, social class, ethnicity, and political alignment 

(Robinson & Wilson, 2022). The position statement also provides an opportunity to 

reflect upon the research design, context, and processes. This enables the 

researcher to question their assumptions, problematise the chosen methodological 

and analytical approaches, and seek strategies that address these (Robinson & 

Wilson, 2022). This forms the basis for applying a reflexive praxis to the research. 

Reflexivity is the ongoing process of self-examination, whereby judgements and 

practices are critically evaluated in terms of how they might influence the research or 

conclusions drawn (Mosselson, 2010). Throughout this thesis I endeavoured to be 

reflexive (see Section 1.4.2) and acknowledge my position as someone who likes 

cats as a species and values them as individuals.   

 

1.4.1. Positionality statement. 
 

My authority for this project comes from 16 years of intimate lived experiences with 

two cats, interactions with cats as a non-professional cat-sitter and shelter volunteer, 

and multiple encounters with roaming cats over the years. I am relatively new to the 

world of cat-rescue and caring for free-living cats. However, my project is about 
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people like me. Ordinary people who have an affinity for cats, as well as the cats they 

love, and the communities they are part of. I have always noticed cats out and about, 

occasionally befriending regular faces encountered on the way to the bus stop, for 

example. I am especially drawn to the liminal creatures who haunt Mediterranean 

tourist spots. Years before this project was conceived, I had accumulated large photo 

collections from my travels, featuring cats nonchalantly laying on ancient ruins, 

basking in the sun, or hanging out outside of restaurants. 

 

I am not neutral and am pro-cat in the sense that I love individual members of the 

species and feel an affinity towards the species. However, I remain internally 

conflicted about restricting cats’ freedom to explore unaccompanied. I confess to a 

romanticised ideal of a cat roaming her neighbourhood, chasing butterflies, and 

basking in the sun, before returning home for dinner and snuggles by the fireplace. 

Similarly, participants in this study described this as the ideal life for a cat, with many 

insisting the quality of this lifestyle outweighs the dangers. Others felt it their duty to 

protect their cats as well as the local wildlife. Of course, the best choice will always 

depend upon the environment and the individual cat (Palmer & Sandøe, 2014; Tan et 

al., 2020), but it is not always an easy choice to make. Many subjects in my study 

shared heart-breaking stories about how they ‘learned the hard way’ and now keep 

any cat they have safely indoors. My cats have always been indoor cats, and I 

question my right to restrict their freedom every time I encounter a carefree cat out 

and about. However, for every happy and healthy-looking cat I meet, there is a 

bedraggled street-cat, a ‘missing cat poster,’ or a dead corpse by the side of the 

road. Furthermore, the fact that cats do predate on wildlife cannot be ignored, 

especially in areas where predation by cats is negatively impacting upon biodiversity.  

 

1.4.2. Putting reflexivity into practice. 
 

Frustrated by the lack of guidance on how to put reflexivity into practice, Blaisdell 

(2015) set out to devise a method that could be applied to their own ethnographic 

research. The fieldwork undertaken by Blaisdell (2015) entailed interacting with 

young children in a nursery setting, and as a researcher she was keen to determine 

how her background as a primary school teacher influenced interactions with her 
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subjects, observations, and interpretation of fieldnotes. The definition of reflexivity 

that Blaisdell (2015) grounded her approach on built upon the definition provided by 

Tisdall et al. (2008) in the glossary of their edited book.  

Reflexivity: ‘The thoughtful reflection of a researcher upon the impact of her 
or his research on the participants, their social world, on the researcher her or 
himself and on the knowledge produced’ (Tisdall et al., 2008, p. 229). 

Blaisdell (2015) accommodated these multiple facets of the reflexive process 

through: 1) Introspection, 2) Intersubjective reflection, and 3) Reflexivity as social 

critique. This was achieved by adding ‘margin notes’ to fieldnotes and writing up 

personal accounts of relevant events and interactions. These are all standard 

ethnographic practices, but by examining those annotations within the context of 

three distinct areas, Blaisdell (2015) was able to apply a more systematic approach 

to her reflexive praxis. As my interaction with research participants was limited to 

interviews that encouraged the interviewee to ‘tell their story’ (see Chapter 2.4.2), the 

second area (intersubjective reflection) was limited in my research. However, I noted 

that with some participants I was more able to establish a rapport, and on occasion 

engaged in post-interview chats about cats and my research. In this respect I was 

influencing my participants, although outside of the research process. Reflexivity as 

introspection was important as it related to how I was interpreting and presenting my 

research subjects in my academic writing.  

 

Parallel to the formal interview transcripts and thematic coding of discourses, I 

incorporated a ‘thoughts’ column on the Excel worksheets (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.5 

and 2.8), that allowed me to note my own thoughts or reactions. Following the case 

study interviews, I also wrote a brief entry in my ‘research diary’ (which was simply a 

word document where I kept track of correspondence related to the case-study). 

During the writing process I also used the comment function to flag up more personal 

interpretations. This allowed me to reflect upon how my formal analysis might be 

influenced by my preconceived ideas or inherent biases. These were most helpful 

when revising the text, particularly in identifying my reluctance to accept research 

that clearly pointed to feline predation being detrimental to the environment or 

prescribed killing as a solution. While I acknowledged that an evaluation of the vast 

body of data related to cat predation is beyond the scope of my thesis, I recognised a 

tendency to be less critical of scholarship that defended roaming cats (e.g., the 
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scholarship of Lynn et al., 2020). This undoubtably influenced my interpretation and 

conclusions, but by acknowledging my positioning as a researcher I endeavoured to 

ensure the subjective nature of qualitative research was transparent.   

 

1.5. Terminology and demographic scope. 
 

Words are important. Language is a social experience and the meaning of words 

both shape and are shaped by discourse and shared social encounters (Conley et 

al., 2019; Epstein, 2008; Foucault, 1972; Mol, 2014). Foucault (1972, p. 227) 

described language as a form of societal power, and prior to mass education, gave 

the wielder power over the masses. The act of naming objects, concepts, and 

persons imposes normative definitions of what that label confers (Epstein, 2008). 

Thus, words continue to have the power to promote or to repress others. Many of the 

discourses analysed in my thesis use terms such as ‘pet,’ ‘owner,’ ‘feral,’ and ‘it’ to 

refer to cats. These terms permeate everyday discourse related to other-than-human 

animals and reinforce normative ideas of human dominance and objectify feline 

bodies. When using my own voice, I carefully chose terms such as companion 

animal, guardian, free-living, and use personal pronouns when referring to individual 

cats. However, I also recognise that cats are considered property in most societies 

and laws, and often their status as ‘owned’ or ‘unowned’ is highly relevant.  

 

To bring the animality of human animals to the forefront and consciously counter the 

human-animal divide, I only use the term ‘animals’ without a prefix when humans are 

included. Ideally, I would use the prefix ‘more-than-human’ to indicate humans are 

also included in the animal category, but recognise this term is more commonly used 

to talk about animals who are not human. Therefore, to avoid ambiguity I simply 

wrote ‘animals’ and clarified with ‘including humans’ where necessary to remind the 

reader that humans are also animals. For lack of a better alternative, I adopted the 

prefix ‘other-than-human’ when referring to all animals who are not human. 
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1.5.1. Untidy cat categories. 
 

There is considerable diversity in feline personality traits (Mikkola et al., 2021), 

upbringing, and the lifestyles adopted by, or forced upon, different groups of cats 

(Crowley et al., 2020b). Categories and typologies have been developed for the 

purpose of understanding, controlling, or helping cats. Crowley et al. (2019) devised 

a typology that classified domestic cats in relation to varying degrees of human 

control over their reproduction, movement, and provisioning (Figure 1.1). The 

purpose of these classifications was to better understand the perceptions and 

practices of cat guardians regarding the ecological effects of their cats’ hunting 

behaviours. Similar typologies can also be used to understand how people relate to 

distinct groups of cats, or to appreciate what differentiates a companion animal from 

a ‘feral’ or ‘wild-like’ cat, based on their degree of human contact (Bradshaw et al., 

1999). However, a lack of consistency amongst various academic and lay definitions 

of terms such as ‘feral’ (see Chapter 5) is problematic. This is especially so when 

welfare or policy is grounded in a specific definition, or when individuals and the 

fluidity of categories are overlooked (Hill et al., 2022; Johnston, 2019; Sutton & 

Taylor, 2019). 

 

Figure 1.1. Categories of cat ownership and husbandry practices in relation to 
human control over provisioning, reproduction, and movement. 
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Figure 1.1. Legend: Modifications to the original typology (Crowley et al., 
2019) are added below the dotted line. Socialisation refers to cats who are 
socialised to humans during kittenhood. My definitions for indoor, roaming, 
companion, and free-living cats are aligned with previous categorisations.    

 

I used the term ‘roaming’ to refer to any cat, owned or un-owned, who spends a 

substantial portion of the day (or night) wandering freely (unsupervised) outside. This 

is akin to the term ‘free-ranging cat’ used by Crowley et al. (2019) to describe any cat 

who spends a significant amount of time outdoors, and includes companion animals, 

lost and abandoned companion cats, and sometimes ‘feral’ (free-living) cats who 

people provide food for. However, my definition of roaming extends from uncontrolled 

cats to companion cats who spend significant amounts of unsupervised and 

unrestricted time outdoors. This definition excluded cats with enclosed or fenced off 

outdoor areas and those who wore harnesses to accompany their humans on walks 

(sometimes confusingly referred to as ‘indoor-outdoor’ cats).3 Under the typology 

devised by Crowley et al. (2019), the ‘feral’ and ‘free-ranging’ categories (Figure 1.1) 

do not distinguish unsocialised cats and stray cats who could in principle be easily 

rehomed. Similarly, from a population control perspective, Levy and Crawford (2004, 

p. 1355) described a feral cat as any unconfined, unowned cat, regardless of their 

socialisation status. Feral cats are more typically defined by those concerned with cat 

welfare as having little to no interaction with, or dependence on humans, rendering 

them unsuitable candidates for placement in a household (Deak et al., 2019; 

Dickman, 2009; Slater & Shain, 2005). In New Zealand the definition of ‘feral’ 

safeguards the welfare of urban cat colonies because legislation mandates that cats 

who live in human communities, and are indirectly dependent on humans, cannot be 

classified as feral and subject to ‘pest’ management programmes (New Zealand 

Government, n.d.; Farnworth et al., 2010). Under this definition, feral cats are 

descendants of stray or abandoned household cats, live independently of humans, 

and had never been socialised to humans (Farnworth et al., 2010).  

 

The socialisation issue is largely irrelevant to discussions related to the 

environmental impact of roaming cats (as both hunt), but critical to the feasibility of 

rehoming as a potential solution. Research suggests the window for socialisation 
 

3 The Jackson Galaxy YouTube video (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1) uses the term ‘indoor-outdoor’ to 
refer to cats who have supervised outdoor time.  
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closes around three months of age, and adult ‘feral’ cats rarely adjust to a life with 

humans (Casey et al., 2008; Karsh & Turner, 1988; McCune, 1995; Slater, 2004). 

Throughout the comments examined for this thesis, references were made to ‘former 

feral cats’ who became companion animals. However, many cats display distrust and 

timidity in novel situations (Slater et al., 2013), and some of these accounts could be 

mistaking a fearful stray for an unsocialised cat. Nonetheless, cats who develop trust 

over many years before eventually coming inside the home, may represent adult 

socialisation or bonding with a particular human(s). This is something I explore 

further in Chapters 7 and 8, using case-studies that show how trust can be built such 

that an unsocialised cat may eventually choose to live in a home as part of a human 

family. Nevertheless, even with time and patience, unsocialised cats often do not 

adjust well to life in a human household or animal shelter (Jongman, 2007; Slater et 

al., 2013). Classifications based on socialisation, health, and living conditions can 

help inform decisions about what is best for any given cat. However, it is also 

important not to become too dogmatic and recognise that cats are individuals.  

 

1.5.2. Demographic classifications of human participants.  
 

The motivation for defining my human demographic was to be able to make 

generalisations that are applicable to a broadly defined group, without implying they 

are universal to all cultures. The starting point for my research was the mingling of 

human voices and opinions, responding to mainstream English-language news 

outlets and YouTube videos containing contentious cat-related content. These voices 

are drawn together by common interests, and facilitated by modern platforms that 

allow individuals to consume, react, and create media content across time and space 

(Hine, 2000; Ksiazek, 2018; Ksiazek et al., 2016; Stroud et al., 2014). Where 

identifiable, the voices in this study were predominantly located in Australia, Canada, 

Europe (mostly the UK, but not exclusively), and the US (Appendix A2.3, A4.3, and 

A6.2). Interestingly, when commenters engaged with the various sources and each 

other, they often seemed oblivious to their different geographies, and processed 

information in the context of their physical locality. This is both problematic and 

relevant. It is problematic because the demographic does not have a neat geographic 
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boundary. It is relevant because it provides an insight into how international 

discourses are translated within the context of local environments (Chapters 3 to 6).  

 

1.5.3. ‘Western’ culture. 
 

‘The concept of culture has become quagmire for the social sciences. 
Intuitively, we all know what it is and feel it to be important, yet it has proven 
virtually impossible for social scientists to derive a consensual definition’ 
(Laland & Hoppitt, 2003, p. 150). 

This seems especially so when one discusses the concept of ‘Western’ culture. The 

term ‘Western’ is problematic, in part because it ‘makes essentialist assumptions 

about a region whose inhabitants are, in reality, often disparate and heterogeneous’ 

(Hurn, 2012, p. 41). The ‘Global North’ is a term used to describe a grouping of 

countries based on geographical, socio-economic, and political characteristics. 

Arguably, the ‘West’ refers more specifically to contemporary nations whose 

economy benefited from the exploits of colonialism, namely European countries, 

Australia, Canada, and the USA (Braff & Nelson, 2022). While the Global North is the 

proper term to use in discussions of contemporary world order, politics, and 

economics, and better encompasses the multicultural nature of nations formally 

dubbed ‘The Western World,’ I argue that the focus of this thesis is on ‘Western’ 

culture and discourses. I use the terms ‘West,’ Western,’ and ‘Westernised’ in this 

thesis to refer to contemporary cultures and ideas born out of civilisations that were 

historically dominated by the hegemonic fluence of Judaeo-Christian doctrine and 

entrenched in European colonialism (Birken, 1992; Braff & Nelson, 2022; Hurn, 

2012). Thus ‘Western’ culture can loosely be defined as predominantly English-

speaking, educated in Western institutions, and having internalised normative ideas 

based on these institutions. It is an umbrella term that could encompass (or partially 

encompass) a range of cultural and ethnic identities. ‘Western’ has poorly defined 

boundaries, which grow increasingly hazy within the context of globalisation and 

decolonisation (O’Dowd & Heckenberg, 2020). However, while imperfect, the 

‘Western’ distinction became apparent when I contrasted social norms expressed in 

my datasets to those of cultures within the Global South. 
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Dominant discourse on conservation originated from ‘Western’ scientific literature 

and academic institutions (Biermann & Anderson, 2017; Miller et al., 2011; Van 

Houtan, 2006). The use of ‘Western’ is apt, given much of the discourses studied 

here are influenced by conservation ethics and practices adopted by the Australian 

government to control free-living cat populations. In the early twentieth century a new 

Australian conservation ethic was born that was antithetical to earlier colonial efforts 

to acclimatise British wild animals and livestock to the continent (S. White, 2013). 

However, in attempting to reverse the damage caused by their ancestors, the 

descendants of the European colonialists have adopted a similar strategy of control 

over the ‘natural’ environment. Anthropocentric, naturalistic, ‘Western’ ontology 

separates human from animal, culture from nature, and praises scientific knowledge 

above all other forms of knowing (Walsh, 2019). It is these cultural influences, 

reinforced by political and educational institutions, that distinguished my 

demographic. Although my dissertation could be contrasted to other ways of knowing 

and being with other-than-human animals, the primary focus is on understanding how 

contemporary ‘Western’ communities related to roaming cats in their 

neighbourhoods.    

 

1.5.4. Culture online and communities. 
 

The notion of isolated communities with clearly defined geographic boundaries and 

little cultural fluidity no longer holds true in many places around the world. Similarly, 

the scenario where an anthropologist and her ethnographic subjects occupy separate 

cultural sites is dated (Hine, 2000). In the digital age, online communities are 

increasingly becoming a focus of sociological and anthropological studies (Kumi & 

Sabherwal, 2019; Marres, 2017; Orgad, 2006). Community is no longer easily 

defined as a physical place, and Hine (2000) described community as a collective 

defined by a set of social relationships. Furthermore, defining a specific community is 

problematic because they overlap, exist within each other, and have hazy and fluid 

boundaries (Amit & Rapport, 2020). This is especially so for online communities, 

which are often united by a narrow range of shared interests (Andrews et al., 2002; 

Van Dijck, 2013). Although some two-way interactions and supportive exchanges do 

occur, the participants in the comments sections studied in this thesis were primarily 
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behaving as individuals rather than as part of a community. Andrews et al. (2002, p. 

1) stressed communities are more than ‘demographic groups whose members share 

common interests, needs and goals,’ and that communities are defined as having 

‘established a network of social relationships.’ Compared to Facebook or other web-

based interest groups (Marres, 2017), the internet spaces explored in my thesis were 

not fully formed communities and were more focused on debating than bonding. 

Nonetheless, participants in the comments section did respond and interact with 

each other, and occasionally shared stories or advice. The theories underpinning 

Internet-based research and the caveats of engaging with virtual communities are 

discussed further in Chapter 2.2.2).  

 

1.6. Anthrozoology and symbiotic ethics. 
 

1.6.1. What is anthrozoology? 
 

The relatively new academic discipline of anthrozoology adopts, adapts, and devises 

new methodological approaches to address questions concerning the interactions 

between humans and other-than-human animals. Anthrozoology is inherently multi-

disciplinary (encompassing methods and theories from more than one discipline) 

because the first generation of researchers were trained in a range of traditional 

disciplines, including anthropology, ethnology, sociology, psychology, ethology, and 

zoology (Bradshaw, 2017; Herzog, 2010; Hurn, 2012). Echeverri et al. (2018) 

identified 27 fields that study the non-material relationships between humans and 

other animals, including anthrozoology, and reported the broader umbrella of human-

animal studies (HAS) incorporates a wide range of topics (Echeverri et al., 2018). 

However, the question of how much cross-fertilisation is occurring between the 

various sub-disciplines of HAS remains open. As researchers coordinate their efforts, 

research becomes more cross-disciplinary (drawing upon knowledge and insights 

from two or more disciplines). Interdisciplinary research involves an integrative and 

reciprocally interactive approach that leads to a new level of thinking within each 

discipline (Collin, 2009; Fawcett, 2013). Transdisciplinary research transcends the 

boundaries of the traditional disciplines (Austin et al., 2008; Collin, 2009; Klein, 2008; 
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Pohl, 2011), which arguably best describes how the field of anthrozoology is 

progressing. 

 

Within anthrozoology, philosophical perspectives and methodological conventions 

originated from more established disciplines, and the methods used in this thesis are 

predominantly from anthropology and sociology (see Chapter 2). Both anthropology 

and sociology are traditionally anthropocentric, and other-than-human animals have 

for the most part been considered primarily in terms how humans act, assign 

meaning, or benefit from these interactions with them (Hurn, 2010; Irvine, 2012; 

Mullin, 1999; Noske, 1993). Haraway (1978, p. 37) observed how modern Americans 

see themselves reflected in the bodies and lives of other-than-human animals; an 

idea poetically embodied by the phrase ‘we polish an animal mirror to look for 

ourselves.’ I concur that by studying our relationships with other-than-human animals 

we can better understand ourselves. However, this is only one half of what I believe 

anthrozoology strives to accomplish. Neither has anthropology ignored human 

interactions with other animals, but as discussed by Mullin (1999, p. 201), these 

relationships ‘have been of interest to those whose primary aim has been the better 

understanding of humans’ and their relationships with other humans.’ The ‘animal 

turn’ referred to the recognition by scholars that their research can, and in many 

cases should, encompass or even emphasise more-than-human animals (Ritvo, 

2007). In what he referred to as ‘an anthropology beyond the human,’ Tim Ingold 

explained ‘a relational approach to human and animal becoming refutes the logic of 

the multispecies’ perspective (Ingold, 2013, p. 21). This is because the multispecies 

perspective focuses on differences and the multiplicity of distinct communities or 

cultures living side-by-side, rather than the notion of ‘becoming with’ (Haraway, 2008, 

p. 244, 308). The multispecies perspective to anthropology might be embracing the 

notion of ‘becoming alongside’ (existing independently rather than interdependently). 

However, Haraway (2008, p. 244) asserted that when ‘becoming’ occurs at the 

contact zone between species it is always ‘becoming with’ and to think otherwise is 

‘foolish human exceptionalism.’ Ingold (2013, p. 21) suggested anthropologists do 

not make studies of human societies (or other-than-human animal societies), but 

rather ‘join with, and learn from, the human and animal becomings.’ Speaking about 
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anthropology more broadly, and the implications of terms such as ‘the study of…’ 

Ingold proffered:     

‘to observe with is not to objectify; it is to attend to persons and things, to 
learn from them, and to follow in precept and practice. Whereas of-ness is 
intentional, with-ness is attentional’ (Ingold, 2017, p. 24).4 

I wholly agree with this sentiment. However, I argue that what makes anthrozoology 

distinct from anthropology is that it is also (if not equally) concerned with the 

perspective of the animal others, and how they act, feel, assign meaning, lose, or 

benefit from interactions with humans. Importantly, anthrozoology strives to be less 

anthropocentric. Furthermore, anthrozoology need not be bound to the 

methodological traditions or theoretical frameworks of anthropology.  

 

1.6.2. Anthrozoology as symbiotic ethics. 
 

Regardless of whether incorporation of the other-than-human animal perspective is a 

realistic expectation or an unobtainable ideology, the school of anthrozoology I 

subscribe to nonetheless attempts to ‘bring in’ the animal (Hurn, 2012, 2015). This 

approach considers other-than-human animals as conscious actors who are much 

more than material accessories to human societies, and endeavours to give them a 

voice. This echoes the anthropological cultural shift of the latter part of last century, 

whereby scientists began engaging with their research subjects and collaborating 

with the descendants of the cultures they were studying (Morell, 1994). It also reflects 

attempts to decolonise ethnography by moving away from practices that treat people 

as objects of study and more towards participatory, engaged, or activist research that 

leads to empowerment and social change (Alonso-Bejarano et al., 2019). The 

University of Exeter’s Anthrozoology as Symbiotic Ethics (EASE) working group 

advocates the reframing of anthrozoology as ‘Symbiotic Ethics,’ through qualitative 

approaches that recognise other animals as ethically significant beings and respects 

them as autonomous subjects. This approach considers the perspectives of both 

human and other-than-human animals and strives towards ‘an understanding of 

trans-species interactions that have some meaningful, practical application and 

ultimately improve the lives of our research subjects’ (EASE, 2016, p. np).   

 
 

4 Bold text indicates original emphasis.  
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1.6.3. Ethical approval. 
 

Ethical approval for the research conducted for this dissertation was granted by the 

University of Exeter College of Social Science and International Studies (SSIS) 

Ethics Committee on 01/08/2019, and an approved amendment on 13/05/2020 

(Appendix A1.1 and A1.2). For the full ethics application and amendment see 

Appendices A1.3 and A1.4. Online comments responding to various media sources 

were harvested from the public-domain. These were invariably anonymous, and any 

potentially identifying data was removed prior to analysis. To avoid influencing the 

discourse in anyway, I did not participate in any of these discussions. The online 

survey and the case-study interviews were conducted with informed consent from the 

human participants (see Participant Information Sheets, Appendices A4.1, A6.1).  

 

I felt strongly that my study should not cause harm to cats, including indirect effects. I 

recognised there is the potential that the publication of undesirable feline behaviours, 

such as wildlife predation, may expose members of the species to prejudice and 

harm by certain community members. However, the goal of my research was not to 

measure actual harm caused by cats, but rather to assess public perceptions. How a 

person is represented by others can have real life consequences for that individual, 

regardless of their species. This is especially true for marginalised members of 

society, including other-than-humans, and how an animal is portrayed will invariably 

impact upon how people perceive and ultimately treat members of that species 

(Baker, 2001; Derrida, 2008; Kunst & Hohle, 2016). Thus, the onus was on me to 

ensure my feline subjects were fairly and respectfully represented in the biographical 

reconstruction and analysis (Chapter 2.5.2, Chapter 8). Throughout I adopted a 

reflexive practice of ongoing self-examination (Madden, 2010), whereby I critically 

evaluated how my subjective position might influence the process (see Section 1.5). 
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1.7. Thesis structure and outline. 
 

1.7.1. Structure and presentation. 
 

In this thesis I followed a ‘middle path’ approach that paid attention to the theoretical 

underpinning of methodologies, while continuously assessing and adapting my 

approaches within the contexts of my data and research questions. My research can 

be divided into two overlapping analytical threads: 1) thematic discourse analysis and 

2) biographic analysis of cats within the context of a cat-human relationship (Figure 

1.2). Due to the iterative nature of my codes-to-theory approach (Chapter 2.3.2.2) 

there was not a clear delineation between methods and analysis. Thus, the first level 

of coding for Chapters 3 through 6 are shared and presented in the methods chapter 

(Chapter 2.3.3 and 2.3.4). Emerging themes informed the empirical chapters, and 

level two coding categories and analysis are placed within the context of the relevant 

chapter.    

 

Figure 1.2. Schematic outline of data collection and analysis. 

 
Figure 1.2. Legend. Schematic flowchart of the data collection and analysis 
and how these informed the empirical chapters. 

 

Rather than a standalone literature review chapter, I opted for chapter-specific 

literature reviews that addressed the theoretical frameworks appropriate to the 
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respective chapter theme. Emerging themes from the discourse analysis are 

examined within existing theoretical frameworks related to animal agency and 

guardianship (Chapter 3), moral panic theory (Chapter 4), language, power, and 

ferality (Chapter 5), biopolitics (Chapter 6), and interspecies intersubjectivity (Chapter 

7). Chapter 8 uses reconstructed biographies from the case studies to attempt to 

bring the individual feline perspective to the forefront. The final chapter (Chapter 9) 

discusses the conclusions from each chapter within the context of the research 

questions outlined here (Section 1.2).  

 
1.7.2. Outline of chapters. 

 

Chapter 2: Methods and Methodology. 
Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive description and justification of the chosen 

methods and theoretical underpinnings. Data collection and details regarding the 

nature of the data is provided in the methods chapter, together with a description of 

how the methods were employed in relation to subsequent chapters.  

 

Chapter 3: To roam or stay home? Cat guardianship and the ‘indoor-outdoor’ 
debate. 
This is the first of several chapters that explore prominent discourses and points of 

contention associated with roaming cats. This was achieved via a thematic discourse 

analysis of comments responding to articles related to roaming and free-living cats, 

together with responses collected via a qualitative online survey. This chapter 

examines the ‘pet parenting’ styles of cat guardians in relation to the indoor/outdoor 

cat debate and different ideas about cats as a species.  

 

Chapter 4: A moral panic over roaming cats? 
This chapter examines discourses within the context of comments responding to 

news articles about free-living cat populations and to assess whether these provided 

evidence of a moral panic over roaming cats. Using a moral panic framework, I 

explore how different entities (cats, conservationists, cat guardians, wildlife) were 

being convinced as victims of transgressors/folk-devils.  
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Chapter 5: Adored, abhorred, pitied, or ignored: What does ‘feral’ mean for 
cats? 
Chapter 5 builds upon the previous chapter by looking at how ‘feral’ is used to further 

the feline ‘folk devil’ trope that is central to moral panic theory.  The usage of terms 

such as ‘feral’ and ‘wild’ and what these terms might mean for free-living (unowned) 

cats are examined. This was achieved by analysing responses to the question ‘What 

does “feral” mean to you?’ from members of cat appreciation groups on Facebook.  

 

Chapter 6: Unruly neighbours? Community cats, roaming pets, and biopolitics.  
Following on from previous chapters, Chapter 6 further explores prominent 

discourses and points of contention associated with roaming cats. This chapter is 

emerging themes within the context of urban communities, using biopolitics as a 

framework to understand how control is exerted over feline bodies.  

 

Chapter 7: Cat-human intersubjectivity and joint-meaning making. 
Chapter 7 examines how cats and humans co-create culture and community. This 

chapter builds upon themes that were the output of earlier chapters by focusing on 

more substantiated examples of cat-human relationships via a case-study analysis.  

 

Chapter 8: Biographical analysis of reconstructed feline biographies. 
Chapter 8 uses the case-study interviews to reconstruct feline biographies and 

perform a biographical analysis. Here I endeavour to draw attention to feline 

individuality and used biographic reconstruction to explore what some of the different 

feline perspectives might be.  

 

 

Chapter 9: Discussion and conclusions. 
The final chapter revisits the research questions and discusses the academic and 

social contributions of this thesis. Chapter 9 also reflects upon the implications and 

shortcomings of the thesis and future directions.  
 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 34 of 445 

 

 
2. Methods and Methodology. 
 

2.1. Preface. 
 

This chapter presents the theoretical premise behind the methods employed in this 

thesis and provides a justification for the methodological approach. Much of the data 

was harvested from online sources, and here I discuss the advantages and caveats 

of internet-based research. I also explain what I mean by a ‘trans-species’ approach 

and why the feline perspective is important, albeit challenging to access. This chapter 

is laid out to loosely follow the two analytical threads, discourse analysis and 

biographical analysis (Chapter 1.8, Figure 1.2). Section 2.3 describes the comment 

data collection and survey design, and the subsequent discourse analysis. Section 

2.4 explains the premise behind, recruitment, and thematic analysis of the case 

studies. Section 2.5 explains the biographic reconstruction and discusses the theory 

behind biographical analysis.  

 

2.2. Methodological approach. 
 

2.2.1. Taking the qualitative ‘middle’ path. 
 

While the large body of data I collected from user comments (Section 2.3.3) would be 

amenable to quantitative analysis, I chose to focus on what exactly was being said 

and the possible meaning behind the various discourses. To provide a sense of how 

prominent a particular theme was, I do supply semi-quantitative data (counts) for 

many of the codes. However, these numbers were not derived from a quantitatively 

robust method, but rather as a sidenote to a coding method employed to sort, 

retrieve, and examine key themes emerging from the data (see Section 2.3.3 to 2.3.5 

for a full description of the coding methods used in this thesis).  

 

Individual perceptions of the social world are created through interactions between 

individuals, humans and other animals, and engagement with the world around them. 

Qualitative approaches acknowledge the subjective nature of research and recognise 
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the need for researcher reflectivity in respect to the process of data collection and 

interpretation (Holloway & Todres, 2003; Rosenthal, 2018). See Chapter 1.5 for a 

discussion of how I positioned myself as a researcher and engaged with reflexive 

praxis. Holloway and Todres (2003, p. 346) pointed to how the overlap of 

epistemological, aesthetic, ethical and procedural concerns evoke a generic view of 

qualitative research, leading to a ‘methodological family’ approach where similarities 

and flexibility are more important than distinctive differences. However, there is 

concern that such flexibility could lead to inconsistency and loss of coherence in 

methodological approaches. Baker et al. (1992, p.1355) referred to this as ‘method 

slurring’ and argued that it should be avoided, and the integrity of a particular 

approach be explicit and consistent with the underlying assumptions of the specific 

approach selected. But what if current methods are lacking in their capacity to 

effectively address a particular type of research question, or insufficient for new 

areas of research? Holloway and Todres (2003) proposed an alternative approach to 

qualitative research that permits flexibility, while maintaining consistency and 

coherence, by understanding the relative appropriateness of procedures and 

applying specificity about what methodological elements can and cannot be mixed. 

Essentially, these authors advocated for a concept of ‘appropriateness’ over 

approaches that either apply ‘method for method’s sake on the one hand, or the flight 

from method on the other’ (Holloway & Todres, 2003, p. 346). I too endeavoured to 

follow this ‘middle path’ approach by paying attention to the theoretical underpinning 

of methodologies, while continuously assessing my approaches within the contexts of 

my data and research questions.  

 

2.2.2. Cyberspaces and internet-based research. 
 

The first phase of my research took place in cyberspaces that brought together 

English-speaking individuals from different nationalities and backgrounds, united by a 

common interest in cats and/or predation by cats. Namely the comment sections 

below media content, or YouTube videos related to roaming cats (see Section 2.3.3) 

and cat appreciation forums (see Section 2.3.5). Regardless of whether the content 

originated from a British, American, or Australian media source, commenters 

invariably spoke from their personal perspectives and local experiences of cats. This 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 36 of 445 

 

could be seen as problematic if, for example, British suburbanites are responding to 

articles discussing the impact of free-living (feral) cats in rural Australia. However, it 

arguably reflected real-world situations, where individuals consume information from 

eclectic sources and engage with geographically dispersed social media networks 

(Orgad, 2009; Van Dijck, 2013). Even before the Internet, travel, and migration in the 

twentieth century was transforming communities across the world (Castles, 2019). 

Indeed, the demographics of my anonymous online survey (see Section 2.3.4) 

revealed that 40% of respondents had lived in more than one country (Appendix 

A4.3.1), emphasising how birthplace, nationality, and residency are fluid variables not 

to be taken at face value. 

 

2.2.2.1. Cyberspace, community, and discourse. 

 

McLuhan (1962, p. 21) coined the term ‘Global Village’ to describe an ideology of 

global unity, which could be made possible by digital communication technologies 

that broke down communication barriers between different nations and cultures (also 

see (McLuhan, 1964, pp. 43, 106). The potential of the Internet to transcend national 

boundaries has led some to regard it as the manifestation of globalisation in action 

(discussed by Khiabany, 2003). However, social, political, and cultural borders also 

persist in cyberspace, which is embedded within specific social, cultural, and material 

contexts (Pereira, 2009). Personal webpages, blogs, and social media platforms 

provide further examples of how embedded social identities pervade the supposedly 

placeless sphere of cyberspace (Khiabany, 2003; Van Dijck, 2009). My approach 

acknowledged potential cultural differences, while searching for commonalities and 

reoccurring themes. 

 

‘The Internet’ can be ‘conceptualized as a communication medium, a global network 

of connection, or a scene of social construction’ and can be used by qualitative 

researchers as a ‘means of observing and/or interacting with participants in order to 

study the complex interrelation of language, technology, and culture’ (Markham, 

2004, p. 97). Rather than using the Internet simply as a tool to facilitate data 

collection, qualitative Internet research represents inquiries into an Internet 

phenomenon (Orgad, 2009). For example, Orgad (2005, 2006) performed a 
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sociological study of how people with breast cancer engaged with Internet spaces, 

namely via cancer-related message boards, groups, and personal blogs. Orgad 

(2005, 2006, 2009) contributed to our understanding of the role of cultural elements 

in shaping the participation and community building within online communities. 

Online spaces bring people together via shared experiences (e.g., breast cancer) or 

interests (e.g., cat lovers), but Orgad (2006) found the context of English-speaking 

spaces were shaped by the specific linguistic, national, temporal, spatial, religious, 

ideological, and discursive North American dimensions. Even when websites and 

support groups/services are constructed to transcend physical, geographical, 

national, and cultural borders, these dimensions remain and continue to play a 

significant role in the shaping of the internet and computer-mediated communication 

(Orgad, 2006). Orgad (2006) noted that participants tended to assume the national 

identity of a particular online space based on their own nationality. For example, an 

American might view an international group as being primarily American, with non-

American ‘guest’ participants. Thus, in my own analysis I paid attention to 

assumptions about location, bylaws, and social norms made by commenters and 

whether they were acknowledging any geographically relevant information provided 

in the article they were responding to. These informed my analysis, particularly 

regarding moral panic theory in relation to roaming cats (Chapter 4).    

 

2.2.2.2. Challenges and caveats of internet-based research. 

 

The Internet and social media opened new possibilities, while presenting new 

challenges to the study of multicultural discourses. One caveat of using Internet-

based research to understand a broader social phenomenon is that online identity 

need not, and often does not, correspond to physical markers (Markham, 2004). In 

the case of social media platforms such as Facebook or dating sites, profiles and 

personas are cultivated to present an idealised version of self through embellishment 

and sometimes fabrication of the truth (Bouvier, 2015). However, comments 

responding to articles on news sites or videos on YouTube tend not to be coupled to 

a maintained online profile or social network. News websites invite readers to 

comment on their stories, often without pre-screening or monitoring from the news 

staff. Based on a nationwide study of US journalists, Nielsen (2014) found that 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 38 of 445 

 

mutual shaping of news content was not occurring because journalists mostly 

ignored responses to their articles. However, comments do provide a space for 

ongoing discussions amongst other readers (Nielsen, 2014). Most of these users 

adopt pseudonyms, many comments are tangential to the stories reported, and 

comments are often insensitive, rude, or intentionally offensive (Hlavach & Freivogel, 

2011). A person might not be who they say they are and use an anonymous voice to 

express extreme opinions or troll others.5 Conversely, anonymity can give a voice to 

opinions and attitudes that do exist but are controversial, unpopular, racist, or sexist 

(Markham, 2004; Nielsen, 2014). With sufficient researcher-participant trust, 

anonymous interviews can provide similar insights into less socially acceptable ideas, 

but observations of in situ exchanges provide a window into how opinions are 

received, praised, or challenged by other readers. However, it is important to be 

aware these may be exaggerated or polarising.  

 

Another caveat of Internet-based research are the difficulties associated with 

‘reading’ participants online, especially one-off, or stand-alone comments. To some 

extent this can be circumvented by paying attention to emojis when used. Emojis 

(and their predecessor emoticons) possess nonverbal communication functions that 

facilitate understanding by indicating when something is intended as a joke, or to 

express attitude (sarcasm or irony) and emotions (joy or anger) (Bai et al., 2019; 

Walther & D’Addario, 2001). However, emojis themselves can create 

misunderstanding based on how they are perceived differently. For example, the 

‘folded hands’ emoji officially means ‘please or thank you or praying hands’ but is 

often (mis)understood as a ‘high five’ (Bai et al., 2019; Tigwell & Flatla, 2016). 

Furthermore, emoji usage and preferences have been shown to be influenced by 

gender, cultural differences, and personality, which might further complicate cross-

cultural or cross-generational communications (Bai et al., 2019). It is worth noting 

that misunderstandings in-person can also occur and that our interpretation as 

researchers will always to some degree be subjective. Invariably it is necessary to 

get to know an individual to understand their idiosyncratic discursive tendencies 

(Markham, 2004). However, when passively observing user comments it is not 

possible to ask additional questions or seek clarification of meaning. Unless a 

 
5 Trolling is when someone posts comments online to deliberately upset others. 
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commenter chooses to clarify they were joking and/or engages in further exchanges, 

it may not be possible to determine if an outrageous comment was intended to be 

provocative, ironic, or funny, or should be taken at face value.    

 

2.2.3. The trans-species perspective. 
 

Hurn (2010, p. 27) defined anthrozoology as a discipline that seeks ‘to understand 

how humans and other animals interact, and the social, political, economic or 

historical circumstances which have led to such interactions’ and pointed out how 

‘humans the world over are reliant on a multitude of interactions with other animals in 

the course of their day-to-day lives.’ Indeed, human civilisations as we know them 

could not have arisen without the plant and animal species that, through the process 

of domestication, evolved symbiotic relationships with humans (Larson et al., 2014). 

The notion that domestication also changes humans is sometimes overlooked, but 

Tsing (2012, p. 144) suggested an interspecies framework for understanding our 

species that ‘opens possibilities for biological as well as cultural research trajectories’ 

and examines ‘the various webs of domestication in which we humans have 

entangled ourselves.’ Tsing (2012, p. 144) described the history of humanity as being 

an entwined web of ‘interspecies dependence’ and postulated that human nature is 

fundamentally an interspecies relationship. I proffer that trans-species is a better term 

because it acknowledges how interactions change6 actants as part of a process that 

occurs across7 species. 

 

Bradshaw developed the notion of ‘trans-species psychology’ to describe a model of 

brain, mind, and behaviour that does not set humans apart from other animals 

(Bradshaw, 2010; Bradshaw & Watkins, 2006). Within this context ‘trans re-embeds 

humans within the larger matrix of the animal kingdom by erasing the “and” between 

humans and animals that has been used to demarcate and reinforce the false notion 

that humans are substantively different cognitively and emotionally from other 

species’ (Bradshaw, 2010, p. np). However, this way of thinking about animals 

(humans included) need not be confined to psychology. Indeed, Bradshaw and 

 
6 Trans-, meaning ‘across’ ‘beyond’ and ‘change’ https://www.wordreference.com/definition/trans-   
7 The trans- prefix is derived from the Latin trāns, meaning ‘across’ or ‘on the other side of.’  
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Watkins (2006, p. 70) viewed psychology as ‘an all-encompassing discipline because 

it embodies how and why we each perceive and experience the world.’ Thus, the 

trans-species perspective can be extended beyond psychology and used as a lens 

through which to examine how meaning and culture are co-created across species 

boundaries (Bradshaw, 2010; Erickson, 2018; Hurn, 2012).   

 

2.2.4. Bringing in the feline perspective. 
 

Although initially included in my research proposal (Appendix A1), my study does not 

include direct observations or interactions with roaming cats. Some photos and video 

footage did supplement my case-studies (Section 2.4), but I primarily analysed 

accounts of feline behaviours and experiences from second-hand sources. However, 

many of the same principles can be applied in terms of interpretation of a feline 

perspective (discussed in Section 2.5). Furthermore, these accounts often included 

their own interpretation of a particular event – for example what the narrator believed 

their cat was thinking or feeling. Even if not entirely accurate, these can nonetheless 

be insightful in terms of understanding the cat-human relationship. Amongst human 

groups, ‘the belief that we can know the intentions, goals, and desires of other selves 

allows us to act in this world’ (Kohn, 2007, p. 7). This does not mean we need to 

know exactly what the other thinks or feels, just that we believe it possible to relate, 

empathise, and subjectively interact using shared meanings. The same principle can 

be applied to inferring what other-than-human animals might be experiencing or 

attempting to communicate.   

 

In my effort to gain insight into cat-human relations I sought to understand the feline 

perspective, by employing elements of narrative ethology and philosophical ethology 

(described in Section 2.5.2). I endeavoured to remain vigilant regarding how much 

my own subjective experience and interpretations were being presented as ‘the voice 

of the cats’ who are central to the case study analysis. To this end I practiced self-

reflexivity (discussed in Chapter 1.5) throughout my analysis and endeavoured to 

acknowledge how my own subjective experiences may affect how I perceived others 

(including cats).    
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2.3. Discourse analysis. 
 

2.3.1. Discourse and language. 
 

Discourse is a form of communication, derived from the Latin verb discurrere, 

meaning 'to run back and forth’ (Wodak, 2006, p. 596). As a communication tool, 

discourse requires a shared language and a common understanding of meanings. 

Foucault (1970) viewed discourse as a way of thinking or conceptualising things, 

while recognising that the rules of a given discourse determine what can and cannot 

be said. Essentially, any discourse is shaped by predetermined rules and limited by 

the available words. As such, users of a given discourse invariably become deluded 

into believing their words describe an objective reality rather than one that is 

subjective to the language used (Bhatia, 2015, p. 45). The rules of discourse are 

malleable and can be consciously or unconsciously shaped by users reinforcing, 

revising, or introducing new terminology to express lived experiences. In a patriarchal 

society men held positions of power and wrote the laws, dictionaries, and the 

academic scholarship that shaped public life, leaving women without words to 

adequately describe themselves socially, professionally, and personally (Milles, 

2011). Feminist scholarship challenged this status quo and has much to contribute to 

other-than-human animal studies and to posthumanism (Birke & Holmberg, 2018).  

 

Feminism criticised language that erased women and reproduced the 

male/masculine as the norm by using ‘man’ to mean ‘human.’ Feminist linguistic 

activism, beginning in the 1960s led to non-sexist language reforms (Pauwels, 2003). 

In the English language these included replacing the ‘man’ prefix (e.g., mankind, 

manpower) and suffix (policeman, foreman) with gender neutral (person) or job 

specific terms (e.g., police constable). For example, in 1987 the new Star Trek TV 

series, Star Trek: The Next Generation, changed its introductory script from the 

original 1966 version ‘To boldly go where no man has gone before’ to the more 

politically correct (less sexist) ‘… where no one has gone before’ (for a scholarlily 

critique of the series see Joyrich, 1996). Prior to the feminist reform period (1960s 

and 1970s), the use of ‘he’ as a generic pronoun by Australian public speakers (radio 

and parliament) was around 95% but had dropped to 18% by the 1990s (Pauwels, 
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2003). Similarly, a study of Australian academics and educators speaking at 

conferences found that the generic ‘he’ has become the exception (predominantly 

used by a minority of men) rather than the norm. As an anthrozoologist and in my 

everyday speech I resist objectifying language (such as ‘it’) when referring to an 

other-than-human animal. However, this requires a degree of conscious effort as I 

have been conditioned to refer to generic other-than-human animals using the 

objectifying pronoun (for animals I have known personally, I have always used she or 

he). Thus, when my subjects used ‘it’ it likely means they had not questioned the 

prevalent objectifying language that is so engrained. However, I remained cognisant 

of subtle changes – for example, participants switching to ‘it’ to describe a member of 

a species they disliked or sought to de-personify.  

 

2.3.2. Thematic discourse analysis. 
 

Discourse analysis is a generalised term for methodological approaches to analysing 

written, spoken, or signed language use, or understanding significant semiotic events 

(Angermuller et al., 2014). The relationship between language and the context is 

fundamental to discourse analysis, which is concerned with language use beyond the 

boundaries of a sentence structure, the interrelationships between language and 

society, and the interactive or dialogue properties of communication (Ruiz Ruiz, 

2009). Discourse analysis is interested in what the person really means, rather than 

the words they use. Thus, in addition to information regarding the context in which a 

discourse takes place, the cultural background, emotional state, and the personality 

of the various participants needs to be taken into consideration. For this reason, my 

interview transcripts also included sidenotes regarding tone and mannerism and a 

timestamp reference, which informed the discourse analysis (see Section 2.4.3, 

Figure 2.8).  

 

Holloway and Todres (2003, p. 347) identified ‘thematising meanings’ as one of a few 

shared universal skills that are applicable to all qualitative methods. Thematic 

descriptions may be interpreted within existing theoretical frameworks, used 

inductively to generate new theories, or performed within analytic traditions (Nowell 

et al., 2017). The practice of thematising meaning was something I engaged with 
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throughout my thesis. However, for the data comprised of short responses to the 

questions ‘Why did you answer as you did’? (Section 2.3.4) and ‘What does “feral” 

mean to you?’ (Section 2.3.5), I use thematic analysis as a primary method to 

elucidate meaning from different types of answers. Thematic analysis as a method is 

a strategy that facilitates the search for themes that cumulate in a description of 

those themes (Ayres, 2008; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 80) 

defined thematic analysis as ‘a method for identifying, analysing and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data’ and argued that one of its key merits is that it offers a 

theoretically flexible approach to analysing qualitative data. For the discourses 

harvested from the comment analysis (Section 2.3.3) and elements of the case 

studies (Section 2.4) I use thematic coding to inductively generate new hypothesis 

based on the themes emerging from the data. Themes from the comment analysis 

were subsequently used to inform coding and analysis of the qualitative survey 

(Section 2.3.4). 

 

2.3.2.1. Thematic coding. 

 

Thematic coding is the first step in thematic analysis (Ayres, 2008). However, 

Saldaña (2013) stressed that a theme is an outcome of coding and advised against 

muddling these concepts by using terms such as ‘thematic coding’ in place of 

‘themes.’ Thematic coding is simply coding for thematic analysis. In qualitative data 

analysis, Saldaña (2013, p. 4) defined a code as being ‘a researcher-generated 

construct that symbolizes and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each individual 

datum for later purposes of pattern detection, categorization, theory building, and 

other analytic processes.’ Subtly different approaches to the initial coding were 

adopted in my thesis, based on the unique attributes of the different datasets (see 

Sections 2.3.3 to 2.3.5 and Section 2.4.2), with the goal being the identification of 

shared themes. Madden (2010) stressed the value of identifying and focusing on 

themes that are of relevance to the questions. Thus, coding in this context is primarily 

an ‘interpretive act,’ rather than a precise science (Saldaña, 2013, p. 4). Organisation 

of data within flexible and readily retrievable units is imperative. Coding of qualitative 

data entails separating portions of data from their original context, labelling them 

based on a specific feature (coding) such that they can be retrieved and inspected 
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together with similarly coded data (Saldaña, 2013). Essentially, these data are 

decontextualized from their original context and re-contextualised into a theme 

(Tesch, 1990), a practice I followed in my analyses. Furthermore, emerging themes 

can be used to inform and facilitate subsequent coding within an iterative process 

(Saldaña, 2013). Thus, re-contextualised data must be readily tracible back to its 

original context where it can be reassigned new codes or cross-referenced. How this 

was achieved for each dataset is described in subsequent sections (Sections 2.3.3 to 

2.3.5 and 2.4.2). 

 

Three distinct discourse-types are under analysis in this thesis (described in detail in 

the indicated sections): 

 

1. Written comments posted online that are responding directly to news articles 

or videos, or to other comments (Section 2.3.3). 

2. Written open question responses from an online survey (Section 2.3.4). 

3. Relatively short answers to the question ‘What does “feral” mean to you?’ 

(Section 2.3.5). 

4. Interview transcripts from case-studies (Section 2.4.2). 

 

2.3.2.2. codes-to-theory model. 

 

The purpose of thematic analysis is to elucidate themes that can be synthesised, and 

from which generalisations can be derived (Ayres, 2008; Saldaña, 2013). Saldaña 

(2013, p. 14) stressed that ‘a theme is an outcome of coding, categorization, or 

analytic reflection, not something that is, in itself, coded.’ With this in mind, and 

despite being biased towards seeking themes that addressed my research questions, 

I was mindful not to impose preconceived themes as codes. The goal of coding is to 

identify important concepts or processes, and ‘ideally, a thematic analysis takes into 

account both patterns of commonality across all cases and the contextual aspects of 

the phenomenon that account for differences among participants’ (Ayres, 2008, p. 

869). Coding for thematic analysis produces a list of themes that are descriptive, and 

interpretation of these themes comprise the empirical chapters of this thesis. The 

process of going from codes to themes to theories is outlined in Figure 2.1 (below), 
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which shows how more generalisable, higher-level, and more abstract constructs are 

derived from real data. This systematic approach can lead to the development of 

sociological theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), but pre-established theories can be 

used to inform and even drive the initial coding process itself (Mason, 2002). For 

example, as explained in Chapter 4, I engaged with moral panic theory to guide 

iterative coding and to inform my analysis of emerging themes.  

 

Figure 2.1. A streamlined codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry. 

 
Figure 2.1 Legend. A streamlined codes-to-theory model for qualitative 
inquiry. Remade based on Saldaña (2013, p. 13). 

 

2.3.3. Data collection and coding of online user comments. 
 

2.3.3.1. Data collection and sampling. 

 

Jackson Galaxy’s YouTube channel features short informational pieces on cat mojo8 

that are intended to educate cat guardians, and on 23 October 2019 the channel had 

over 573K subscribers. In an 8-minute video clip entitled ‘Indoor Cat Vs. Outdoor 

Cat?’ Jackson attempted to provide a balanced discussion with suggestions for 

improving the survival rate of cats that roam (for full description see Appendix 

 
8 According to Jackson Galaxy, ‘Cat Mojo’ is what drives and motivates a cat through his/her life with 
confidence and security (https://www.jacksongalaxy.com/).  
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A2.2.1). This video was chosen as a focus for this study because the popularity of 

Jackson Galaxy draws a large audience, providing scope for lively debate in the 

comments section, and because the topic directly addresses the issue of whether 

cats should be kept indoors. The first 1200 comments were included in my analysis 

because they represented all time zones within a 24hr post-release timeframe.  

 

The second source was actively sought out to collect responses to a similar content 

but from a different demographic, including those less emotionally attached to cats. 

Using the non-tracking search engine duckduckgo.com (Parsania et al., 2016), I 

searched ‘indoor outdoor cat debate’ to find articles that allowed reader comments. 

An article titled ‘The Great Outdoors (Debate): What are the health risks of letting 

your cat roam free?’ (Source 2, Appendix A2.2.2) was retrieved. Written for Science-

Based Medicine (SBM),9 an online magazine exploring issues and controversies in 

the relationship between science and medicine, the article was published online on 

11 May 2018. The article had 2500 shares on social media, and the comments 

section contains 281 comments and sub-comments (comments were closed shortly 

after publication).  

 

2.3.3.2. News article sampling and selection. 

 

After comments from the above were collated, I set out to systematically collect 

additional sources to further my analysis and garner further comments written by 

non-cat guardians. These were selected from online news sources that published 

articles related to free-living cats between January 2019 and October 2020. I sought 

to obtain a cross section of comments that were representative of the various 

attitudes that exist towards cats.  

 

Selection criteria:  
1) Articles published online by newspapers that allowed user comments.  

2) Articles about free-roaming cats (owned and/or unowned). 

3) Not specifically about cats in relation to the Covid19 pandemic. 

4) More than 50 comments. 

 
9 Science-Based Medicine: https://sciencebasedmedicine.org/  
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5) Comments primarily from users in the US, UK, Australia, and Canada. 

 

I targeted the Daily Mail online because it allowed user comments and required users 

to register a country of residence prior to posting. Furthermore, the MailOnline is free 

to read and the second most visited English-language newspaper website worldwide 

(Ponsford, 2018). While The Guardian is the topmost visited English-language 

newspaper website (Ponsford, 2018), the comments sections had been disabled at 

the time of my data selection. I chose the BBC and CBC online news platforms 

because these often permit user comments and are also amongst the most visited 

worldwide (Ponsford, 2018; Turvill, 2020)   

 

The internet provides more fluidity via clicks and links, and individuals responding to 

a given article often do not represent the typical profiles of an organisation’s in-print 

readership (Mitchell et al., 2016; Reis et al., 2017; Thorsen & Jackson, 2018). 

However, different news sources still attract readerships from different demographics 

and have varying reputations regarding reliability and tendency towards 

sensationalism that need to be considered. The average daily readership of the Daily 

Mail between April 2019 and March 2020 was around 2.18 million, with 

approximately 65% were in the ABC1 (~middle class) demographic and 35% in the 

C2DE (~working-class) demographic (PAMCo, 2020).10 The Daily Mail's science 

journalism has been heavily criticised and accused of it of using minor studies to 

generate scare stories, sensationalise, or mislead the public for political gain 

(Goldacre, 2008). Conversely, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) brand is 

recognised worldwide as one of the most trusted news sources. In 2020 the BBC 

news online website was the most visited online news source globally (Turvill, 2020) 

and stories are shared on all social media platforms (Bakamo, 2019). The Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) is the largest provider of news in Canada, with news 

content available on multiple platforms including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. 

Both the BBC and CBC are taxpayer-funded, government-run corporations that have 

international reach and a reputation for reliability. 

 

 
10 Produced by the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS) the Approximated Social Grade is 
comprised of six categories A, B, C1, C2, D and E and is used as a socio-economic classification 
(especially in marketing research).  
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2.3.3.3. Selected data sources from news articles.  

 

Five newspaper articles were selected, based on the criteria set out above. A Daily 

Mail (UK) article presented research by Crowley et al. (2019) on the attitudes of UK 

cat guardians on their cat’s predation habits (Source 3, Appendix A2.2.3). A BBC 

article entitled ‘Should cats be culled to stop extinctions?’ (Source 4, Appendix 

A2.2.4), and a Daily Mail article related to the damage ‘feral’ cats can inflict on 

endemic wildlife in Australian (Source 5, Appendix A2.2.5) drew responses from 

those in favour or against cat eradication programmes. A Daily Mail article based on 

research by Kays et al. (2020) on cat predation in North America (Source 6, 

Appendix A2.2.6) and a CBC article on research into the predation habits of cats in 

Vancouver (Source 7, Appendix A2.2.7) were selected as additional sources to 

provide a cross section of discourses on cat predation in different geographical and 

ecological contexts.  

 

Table 2.1. Overview of the comment data sources. 
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1: 
GJ 

Indoor Cat Vs. Outdoor 
Cat? 

21 Aug 
2019 

YouTube  
(US) 1200 960 

 
272 

(23%) 

2:  
SBM 

The Great Outdoors 
(Debate) 

18 May 
2018 

SBM 
Magazine  
(US) 

172 77 
 

135 
(78%) 

3: 
DMUKa 

Are you a concerned 
protector, a tolerant 
guardian, or a freedom 
defender? 

3 Sept 
2020 

Daily Mail  
(UK) 67 47 

 
28 

(42%) 

4:  
BBC 

Should cats be culled to 
stop extinctions? 

28 Mar 
2019 

BBC  
(UK) 362 263 

 
109 

(30%) 

5: 
DMAU 
 

Frightening photo shows 
an enormous feral cat 
carrying a 6kg sand 
goanna 

25 May 
2020 

Daily Mail  
(AU) 239 176 

 
113 

(47%) 
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6: 
DMUKb 

Pet cats have a 
'catastrophic impact' on 
local wildlife 

11 Mar 
2020 

Daily Mail  
(UK) 359 235 

 
182 

(51%) 

7:  
CBC 
 

Cat count aims to map 
where felines are most 
active — and deadly — 
across Vancouver 

30 Aug 
2020 

CBC  
(CN) 77 42 

 
41 

(53%) 

Total comments 2476 1800 
 

880 
(36%) 

 

See Appendix A2.2 for a comprehensive description of the original articles 

corresponding to the sources listed in Table 2.1.  

 

Table 2.2. Overview of comment type and length by dataset. 

D
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at

or
s Word count bins 

(Number of comments within this range) 

< 11  
words 

11-50 
words 

51-150 
words 

151-300 
words 

> 301 
words 

A3.1 1200  201 553 355 68 23 
A3.2 172  12 63 80 12 5 
A3.3 67  11 48 8 0 0 
A3.4 362 -29 45 196 121 0 0 
A3.5 239  98 126 15 0 0 
A3.6 359  123 200 33 3 0 
A3.7 77  5 57 12 3 0 
Total 2505 2476 495 1243 624 86 28 

 

Overall, 36% of the comments were responding to other comments (sub-comments), 

although the engagement levels varied greatly between sources (Table 2.2). The 

difference between the total number of comments and unique handles indicates a 

few individuals were engaging with multiple threads. Half of the comments and sub-

comments were between 11 and 50 words in length, 20% were below 11 words long, 

and 30 % were over 51 words long. Only 3% exceeded a 151-word count, and 1% 

were longer than 300 words. SBM (Source 2) averaged slightly longer comments 

with the most ranging between 51 and 150 words in length (Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2. Word count spread of comment datasets.  

 
Figure 2.2. Legend. Data from Table 2.2. is displayed as a percentage of the 
total for each of the seven sources (Y axis). The thick grey bar depicts the 
total of all seven sources combined. The X axis depicts word ranges (bins), 
ranging from less than 11 words to over 300.  

 

The only available demographic was country of residence for some commenters. For 

the Daily Mail sources, commenters were required to provide their location (town and 

country) (Appendix A2.3). While the more precise location was often filled in with a 

non-identifying answer such as ‘somewhere’ or ‘small town,’ there is no reason to 

believe most countries given were not accurate. Even when the country of residence 

demographic was not solicited as a prerequisite for posting a comment, it was often 

explicit in the answer (for example ‘I live in the UK and …’).   

 

2.3.3.4. Holistic coding for thematic analysis of online user comments. 

 

Discussing the process of analysing ethnographic fieldnotes, Madden (2010, p. 139) 

describes coding as being the ‘manner in which we index and identify themes in our 

notes which are of relevance to the questions we wish to ask.’ I took a similar 

approach to coding the discourses within the comments that comprise my datasets, 

focusing on generating codes that addressed my research questions. This will cause 

some themes to go unnoticed or be overlooked in favour of those most pertinent to 

the aims of this dissertation. However, given the breadth of the data (Table 2.2) this 

bias is necessary to home in on the most relevant themes. I first sorted the 

comments into four groups (described below) before coding within these. This 
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approach is termed ‘holistic coding’ and describes a process whereby the researcher 

‘applies a single code to each large unit of data in the corpus to capture a sense of 

the overall contents and the possible categories that may develop’ (Saldaña, 2013, p. 

141).  

 

1. Cat. This group contained comments primarily related to cat welfare, 

wellbeing, or their rights, including comments regarding whether cats were 

better off indoors or roaming. Included are comments about measures to 

ensure safer roaming or enrichment for confined cats, as well as the nature of 

the ‘indoor-outdoor’ debate. Comments lauding cat positive attributes, 

discourses about the predatory habits and conquests of companion cats, and 

comments about cats as a companion animal species or as individuals were 

also placed in this category. 

2. Wildlife. This category contained comments related to the impact of cats on 

wildlife. Discourses included complaints of cat predation of wildlife, expression 

of the sentiment that wildlife preservation supersedes any cat’s rights to roam, 

and counters to human exceptionalism (such as ‘we humans do more 

damage’). Discussions surrounding the management of free-living cat 

populations were also included here. 

3. Neighbourhood. This group contained comments related to cats from the 

human perspective, such as complaints about nuisance behaviours or 

defending free-roaming cats. Comparisons to dogs as companion were placed 

here, along with comments framing cats as property.  

4. Off topic. These comments were put aside, as they were not directly relevant 

to the research questions.   

 

Some comments, typically the more-lengthy ones, were assigned to more than one 

of the first three groupings (Table 2.3, below). The off-topic group were not further 

analysed. 
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Figure 2.3. Pipeline for sorting and coding comments.  

 
Figure 2.3. Legend. Each comment was first assigned to a group(s) or put 
aside as off-topic. Following this initial sorting phase, comments within each 
coding group were independently and inductively coded.  

 

Subsequent coding revealed that some comments were misplaced or belonged in 

additional groups. As well as dividing the data into more manageable units, this first-

pass method of sorting initiated the process of becoming more familiar with the data. 

This is a necessary part of the methodology, whereby codes are conceived within the 

context of the qualitative data (Saldaña, 2013). 

 

Table 2.3. The number of comments comprising each category.  

Categories Comment count from each source *Total S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 
Total 1200 172 67 391 239 359 77 2505 
1.Cat 800 58 22 6 5 53 13 957 
2.Wildlife 41 26 14 143 53 68 22 367 
3.Community 46 44 23 70 30 114 27 354 
Off topic 325 59 13 185 164 140 20 905 

* There is some overlap between comments that are included in one or more 
of categories 1 through 3. Therefore, the total is not the sum of the 4 
categories. 
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Unsurprisingly, comments related to the second group (2. Wildlife) were more 

prominent in datasets derived from conservationist articles (Sources 4-7). However, 

all three categories are present in comments across the different sources.  

   

Figure 2.4. Distribution of coding groups across the different sources. 

 
Figure 2.4 Legend. Data from Table 2.3, shown as a percentage of the total 
for each data source. The percentages exceed 100% because there is overlap 
between groups 1 to 3 (comments coded to more than one category).  

 

Holistic coding attempts ‘to grasp basic themes or issues in the data by absorbing 

them as a whole’ (Dey, 1993, p. 104). This approach was particularly well-suited to 

the comment data, which are a mix of standalone responses to the original content 

and short exchanges between commenters that need to be considered as a 

contextual whole (Saldaña, 2013). Once placed into their initial groupings, the 

comments within each group were subsequently coded independently, focusing on 

elements that seemed most relevant to my research questions. Madden (2010, p. 

139) warned that there is ‘a potential for tension here between the idea that data are 

facts that will speak for themselves, and data are information that we actively create 

meaning from as a consequence of our own intellectual and theoretical 

predispositions.’ Because I asked specific questions of my data, the answers will be 

to those questions and not something else the data might be able to address in the 

hands of a different research framework. However, prominent, and reoccurring terms, 

phrases, or ideas were not ignored, and when deemed necessary the research 

direction was modified accordingly.  
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Not every comment fitted precisely into one or more group or code. However, 

because a quantitative analysis was not attempted, these more complex pieces of 

data did not need to be forced into precisely defined boxes. In fact, attempting to 

reduce the data to fit precisely defined codes could cause some of the richness to be 

lost. Qualitative coding is an evolving process whereby ‘categories are 

reconceptualized, renamed, reorganized, merged, or separated as the analysis 

progresses’ as new themes or patterns emerge from the data (Ayres, 2008, p. 869). 

Therefore, it is important that the coded data can be readily viewed and re-evaluated 

within its native context. Ayres (2008, p. 868) emphasised the importance of data 

management strategies ‘that can handle coded data in ways that are both flexible 

and robust’ because ‘codes and categories must be easily reorganized, and search 

and retrieval capacities must be capable of managing large amounts of information.’ 

This process of codifying permits qualitative data to be ‘segregated, grouped, 

regrouped and relinked in order to consolidate meaning and explanation’ (Grbich, 

2012, p. 21). The practice of generating codes, then applying and reapplying them to 

qualitative data is a necessary part of the methodology. 

 

Whole comments were first exported into Excel worksheets and assigned a code 

denoting the source (GJ, SBM, etc.,) and a number (ID) to indicate chronological 

order of posting (Figure 2.5). The username provided by the comment author allowed 

me to discern if a comment came from a prolific poster or a one-time user. Whether a 

comment was primary (responding to the original article) or a sub-comment 

(responding to another commenter) was also made trackable. Where available the 

national origin of the author is included. Comments from each source were first 

assigned groups (Figure 2.3), then combined as groups (Group 1 is shown as an 

example in Figure 2.5). In text references to comments are given based on source 

and ID. For example, the first comment responding to the Jackson Galaxy video (GJ) 

is denoted as ‘GJ1’ and the fourth comment below the SBM article is ‘SMB4’ and 

these identifiers are used throughout.  
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Figure 2.5. Snapshot of comment coding using an Excel worksheet. 

 
Figure 2.5. Legend. Level 1 (group assignment) and Level 2 coding is shown, 
using Group 1 as an example. Code A, B, C, etc., were formulated as 
described in Chapter 3. Assigning a ‘1’ in columns corresponding to a given 
code allowed selection of coded texts and sub-coding, as well as facilitating 
reassignment or addition of new codes. 

 

Level 2 coding entailed devising codes to organise comments within each group. For 

detailed coding descriptions see, Chapter 3 (Group 1. Cat), Chapter 4 and 5 (Group 

2. Wildlife), and Chapter 6 (Group 3. Neighbourhood). Codes were assigned to the 

whole comment by typing ‘1’ in that column. Some of the posts with longer word 

counts were assigned to more than one code, and the relevant part of the post 

extracted for further analysis.   

 

2.3.4. Online qualitative survey design and analysis. 
 

Unlike a quantitative survey, which seeks to establish frequencies, means, or other 

parameters related to some topic of interest within a given population, qualitative 

surveys measure diversity and nuances (Jansen, 2010). Essentially, ‘the qualitative 

survey is the study of diversity (not distribution) in a population’ (Jansen, 2010, p. 3). 

I devised a survey to further explore the themes emerging from the comment 

analysis (Section 2.3.3) and see if anything new emerged from a different kind of 

sample. For the full set of survey questions, see Appendix A4.2.  
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2.3.4.1. Survey design. 

 

Open-ended questions are powerful tools for collecting qualitative data on a subject, 

providing the researcher with rich data written in the participants’ own words (Julien, 

2010). This format is especially appropriate when suitable answer categories cannot 

be readily identified or composed as concise, unambiguous statements. Furthermore, 

response options might lead the respondent towards a particular answer or create 

bias towards the researcher’s preconceived ideas (Jansen, 2010). The major 

disadvantage of open-ended questions is that they can be burdensome to answer, 

and thus suffer from low response-rates (Emde, 2014). Questions have been found 

to suffer from low-response rates because of their content (not of interest to the 

participant) and/or their format (opened-ended questions are more challenging) 

(Emde, 2014; Galesic, 2006; Oudejans & Christian, 2010).  

 

To circumvent the low response rate that can occur when participants are confronted 

with challenging open-ended questions (Galesic, 2006), I developed a methodology 

that prompted participants to respond and then reflect upon their initial response. The 

use of visual designs has been proven to reduce response burden and motivate 

respondents to complete open-ended questions (Emde, 2014). Thus, I designed the 

survey to first prompt respondents to react to a selection of visual images of cats 

(Appendix A4.2.2), then questioned why they reacted as they did. Visuals of cats 

were presented without an explanation of context, and respondents were asked to 

rate on a 5-point Likert scale how much they liked, or disliked a given image. 

Similarly, respondents were asked how much they agreed or disagreed with a 

particular statement on a 5-point scale (with the middle point being neutral). Likert or 

Likert-type scales are designed to gauge attitudes, predominantly for quantitative 

research (Likert, 1932; Willits et al., 2016). However, I was more interested in the 

underlying nuances. The value of Likert-type responses is largely determined by how 

the question is phrased, or the context provided with an image. However, I did not 

want to lead participants, but rather provide something to reflect upon in the follow-up 

question ‘why did you answer as you did?’ These opened-ended responses provided 

insight into the perspectives of the respondent and whether their thought-processes 

were primarily grounded in a concern for cat welfare, the potential damage caused by 
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cats, or simply a joy or indifference to the species. The Likert-scale answers were not 

intended to provide stand-alone informative data. However, together with the open-

ended answers they provided insight into how a person interpreted a particular 

question, statement, or image. For example, did they dislike an image because the 

cat appeared to be confined to a high-rise flat, because they inferred a stressor, or 

because it was a poor-quality photo? Demographic information was collected 

regarding country of residence (Appendix A4.3.1), gender-identity (Appendix A4.3.2), 

age-range (Appendix A4.3.3), occupation/profession, (Appendix A4.3.4), previous 

countries lived in (Appendix A4.3.5), and whether respondents lived with cats or had 

lived with cats in the past. 

 

2.3.4.2. Survey recruitment and sampling. 

 

The survey layout was designed using Qualtrics Software, and a link to the survey 

was shared on social media (FB and Twitter) by myself and my contacts (academic 

and personal). An accompanying social media text was written to encourage non-cat 

guardians to also complete the survey (Appendix A4.2.1). The link remained open 

throughout November and December 2019, during which time 75 complete 

responses were recorded. Two versions of the survey were circulated. The first 

version was intended as a ‘pilot’ and generated 23 usable responses. The second 

version was only slightly modified (two less questions) and generated 52 usable 

responses. Because both versions only differed by two questions they could be 

combined. I used saturation sampling, which describes the ongoing process of 

collecting and analysing case studies until key themes are being repeated and 

nothing new is emerging (Saunders et al., 2018). 

 

2.3.4.3. Coding the survey open-ended responses. 

 

For the most part, the survey yielded textual data that could be analysed in a similar 

fashion to the comment data, using previously generated coding groups and 

categories (Section 2.3.3.4).  

 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 58 of 445 

 

Figure 2.6. Sorting qualitative survey responses for coding.  

 
Figure 2.6 Legend. Responses to the survey questions were first assigned to 
one or more of the three groupings, and then coded according to the codes 
that emerged from the comment analysis.  

 

The coding system used the same coding system as described from the comment 

analysis. Group 1 (cat) codes (see Chapter 3.3) were applied to survey questions 

S1Q1, S1Q2, S1Q3, S3Q7, S4Q1, S4Q3 (see Appendix A4.2.2. for survey 

questions). Group 2 (wildlife) codes (see Chapter 4.3) were applied to survey 

questions S1Q1, S1Q4, S2Q2, S3Q5, S3Q6, and S4Q4. Group 3 (neighbourhood) 

codes (see Chapter 6.3) were applied to survey questions S1Q1, S1Q4, S2Q2, 

S3Q5, S4Q2, S4Q3. Excel worksheets were organised in a similar fashion to that 

previously described (Section 2.3.3, Figure 2.5). However, for the survey data, open-

ended responses could be cross referenced to other responses and demographic 

data from that participant.   

 

2.3.5. Facebook responses to ‘What does “feral” mean to 
you?' 

 

From preliminary analysis of the comment and survey data it became apparent that 

the term ‘feral’ was being interpreted and used interchangeably as either an adjective 

or a noun with a variety of different meanings (lack of socialisation to humans, 

temperament, behaviour, tameness, location, unowned status, circumstance of birth). 

As the term ‘feral’ is used in conservationist literature, and consequently by 
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policymakers and journalists (Lynn et al., 2019), it is central to discourses on free-

roaming cats. Thus, I set out to determine some of the ways in which those 

interested in cats perceive or use the term feral.  

 

2.3.5.1. Data collection and sampling. 

 

The question ‘What does “feral” mean to you?’ was posted (with permission) in seven 

cat appreciation Facebook groups (see Table 2.4). The goal was to sample the cat-

lover communities for their personal interpretations and usage of the term. Groups 

were chosen that were English-language and had a large and engaged membership 

(Appendix A5.1) Between 1-5 July 2020, I received 771 responses. Most of the 

answers were shorter than 10 words in length (Figure 2.7). 

 

Table 2.4. Facebook response counts from different groups. 
Group Name Responses 

(1-5 July 2020) 
Black Cat Appreciation Group!!!!  198 
Cat Philosophy 134 
My Cat From Hell Fans  204 
Cat Lovers Group (A) 41 
Cat Lovers Group (B)  43 
I Love Cats  46 
Cat Lovers 100 

Total responses 771 
 

Figure 2.7. Word counts of individual comments. 

 
Figure 2.7 Legend. The 771 Facebook comments ranged from one to over 
200-word responses (X axis). The Y axis shows the number of comments 
within each word-count range.   
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2.3.5.2. Inductive Coding. 

 

Here I took a general inductive approach to coding (Thomas, 2006), using the most 

used descriptors as the basis for coding categories. Of the 771 responses, 216 

(28%) were single or two-word answers to the original question (Figure 2.7). I 

removed four sub-comments that were not directly answering the original question. 

Of these, 99 (46%) simply wrote the word ‘wild’ with no indication of what ‘wild’ meant 

(Appendix A5.2). Other answers coupled the word wild with a second term. These 

short one- or two-word answers were used as the basis for coding.  

 

These same codes were then applied to longer answers to get an insight into the 

possible meanings of terms such as ‘wild’ and the diverse ways in which ‘feral’ was 

perceived as either a positive or negative word. Some categories were expanded 

upon. For example, ‘escaped captivity’ included definitions related to the idea of a 

domesticated species living outside of human control (rather than implying 

domesticated meant an untamed/unsocialised individual). Some longer comments 

were assigned more than one code, and those that did not fit into any of the initial 

categories were put aside and additional codes added (Appendix A5.2; Chapter 5, 

Table 5.1). What might be meant by ‘wild’ is not discernible from short answers, but 

the longer responses provided more insight into how various terms were being used 

as being synonymous with ‘feral’ (see Chapter 5).  

 

2.4. Cat-human case studies. 
 

To drill down into cat-human intersubjectivities and gain insight into the lived 

experiences of individual felines, I took a case-study approach. Stake (2008) believes 

that case study research is defined by an interest in individual cases, rather than the 

specific methods of investigation. Furthermore, the case study itself is amenable to a 

range of different methods of investigation (Johansson, 2003; Pohn-Lauggas, 2017; 

Zucker, 2009), meaning the same data can be used for thematic discourse analysis 

(Section 2.3) and biographical analysis (Section 2.5). A case study investigates a 

‘case’ that is the object of study (Zucker, 2009), but beyond this simple definition 

there are a diverse array of ideas about what exactly is a case study. However, as 
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discussed by Hyett et al. (2014) case studies can be adapted to best suit the case 

and research questions. Johansson (2003, p. 2) attempted to find common 

denominators, shared amongst different interpretations of what a case study is, and 

proposed the criterion for a case study to be (1) a complex functioning unit, that can 

(2) be investigated in its natural context using a multitude of methods, and that is (3) 

contemporary. A case study is expected to capture the complexity of a single case, 

and, although multiple cases can be included in a single body of comparative 

research, each case is first examined independently (Hyett et al., 2014).  

 

2.4.1. Recruitment and sampling. 
 

Case-study participants were recruited using a variety of methods, namely word-of-

mouth, a flyer (see Appendix A6.1) distributed via Twitter and via cat-related 

Facebook groups (with permission), including, but not limited to those listed in Table 

2.4. Potential volunteers contacted me and were subsequently invited as participants, 

based on the criterion of them either 1) having formed a relationship with a cat who 

they considered feral, or 2) living in an urban location with a cat who roams outside. 

Recruitment began in May 2020 and ran concurrently alongside data collection and 

preliminary analysis. This approach, known as saturation sampling, entails an 

ongoing process of collecting and analysing case studies until key themes are being 

repeated and nothing new is emerging (Saunders et al., 2018). The final interviews 

took place in July 2021 (see Appendix A6.2).  

 

Case selection is an important precursor to case study analysis; it should be clear 

what the selection criteria was and why particular cases were chosen over others. 

Furthermore, it needs to be clear whether a case was intended as an exemplar or 

outlier of a particular phenomenon (Hyett et al., 2014). My original criterion for 

selection were cat-human relationships involving ‘feral’ cats, former strays, or street 

cats. However, it soon became apparent that these terms meant different things to 

different people. Also included were cat-human dyads where the cat regularly 

roamed urban neighbourhoods, or where the cat had adjusted to living indoors.  
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2.4.2. Case study elements. 
 

Case studies were comprised of an unstructured interview (25-80 minutes in length, 

Appendix A6.4), ongoing electronic exchanges, and shared photos and videos 

(Appendix A6.5). In order to obtain narrated biographies, it is imperative that an 

interview is ‘not interrupted by further questions but is encouraged by means of 

nonverbal and paralinguistic expressions of interest and attention, such as “mhm”´ 

(Kazmierska, 2004; Rosenthal, 1993, p. 59). Interviews were unstructured, and I 

encouraged the participants to talk about their cats’ life story as if we were having an 

organic conversation. I interjected only if the participant went too off topic or needed 

prompting. I did not have a list of fixed questions that needed to be asked in any 

given order, but I did have a check list on hand to ensure key points were covered 

(Appendix A6.3).  

 

In several instances the cats made an appearance during the video chat, providing 

the opportunity to observe how they interacted with their humans and vice versa. For 

example, did the cat come and quietly jump up next to their human, or did their 

human call them over and lift them up to the camera? Together with shared photos 

and videos (see Appendix A6.5) these provided some enrichment to the case study 

analysis. However, I remained cautious not to over interpret what are essentially brief 

snapshots into the cat-human dynamics. References to these, along with additional 

information provided in email correspondences were linked to the transcript and 

incorporated into the biographical reconstructions, described below (Section 2.5.2).  
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Table 2.5. Overview of case studies. 

Human Cat name(s) Notes Country (location) 

Female Mimi Former feral cat who adjusted 
to indoor living. UK (countryside)  

Female Fantastic, Kapow Former feral cats who 
roamed. UK (town) 

Female Conkey  
Former feral cat (or stray?) 
who goes out roaming.  
(Other cats stay inside) 

Italy (town) 

Female Prr, Apollo, Luka Luka was a stray who moved 
himself in. UK (town) 

Male Phoebe Roaming cat. UK (town) 

Female Memphis, Tambo Roaming cats. UK (town) 

Female Sam Neighbourhood cat. UK (city) 

Female Morgen Neighbourhood cat. UK (village) 

 

In total, 11 case study participants were recruited and interviewed (see Appendix 

A6.2). However, only eight were used in this study (Table 2.5). The three that were 

excluded involved cats who had predominantly lived indoors or were confined to 

balconies or outdoor enclosures.  

 

2.4.3. Thematic coding of reconstructed biographies.  
 

Interviews were transcribed to text, including annotations about non-verbal 

communications and feline interruptions. Transcripts were broken down into units, 

and transferred to an Excel worksheet, together with time stamps. Thematic coding 

was performed concurrently with the reconstruction of feline biographies. Emerging 

themes were highlighted within the transcripts and analysed in the context of the 

holistic biographies. Additional columns within the Excel worksheet (Figure 2.8) 

allowed thematic codes to be added, concurrent with noting the chronological 

timeframe.  
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Figure 2.8. Snapshot of interview chronological and thematic coding 
using an Excel worksheet. 

 
Figure 2.8. Legend. Snapshot of interview chronological and thematic coding 
using an Excel worksheet. Transcribed text was transferred to an Excel 
worksheet, together with the timestamp. Also noted were the ‘speaker’ 
(interviewer or interviewee), non-verbal observations (‘Notes’). The 
‘Timeframe’ column noted where the discourse fitted relative to the cat’s life, 
and the neighbouring column (‘Reorder’) was used to assign chronological 
order. 

 

Notes placed within the ‘Code’ columns allowed emerging themes to be coded and 

recorded throughout the analysis. The ‘Reorder’ column (next to the ‘Timeframe’ 

column) was assigned a number to allow reordering of the table to view the discourse 

in chronological order, relative to the cat’s life story. This was used as a template to 

reconstruct feline biographies, through the lens of the cat’s primary guardian. 

 

2.5. Biographical analysis of reconstructed feline biographies. 
 

2.5.1. Theoretical overview. 
 

2.5.1.1. The biographical approach. 

 

Bornat (2012, p. 344) attributed the biographical approach with the potential to 

promote ‘understanding and interpretation of experience across national, cultural and 

traditional boundaries to better understand individual action and engagement in 
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society’. Thus, the biography is a social construct, comprising both social context and 

the subjects’ perceived experience of that world. In my research I strived towards 

interpretation across species boundaries and following this more general 

methodological introduction I will introduce the concept of more-than-human 

biographies. In subsequent sections I explain how I reconstructed and interpreted 

feline biographies based on my case-studies.  

 

Broadly speaking, the biographical approach to research entails reconstructing life 

histories from a diversity of sources to interpret them according to a specific set of 

criteria relevant to the research question (Rosenthal, 2004). Biographical research 

constitutes two key phases: 1) collection of the base data in the form of transcribed 

texts of interrupted narratives, and 2) analysis of the narrated life stories, based on 

thematic field analysis, to reconstruct the meanings of those lived experiences 

(Rosenthal, 1993). Bornat (2012) considered ‘biographical methods’ to be an 

umbrella term, encompassing narrative, life history, oral history, reminiscence, 

auto/biography, ethnography, and biographical interpretive methods. The 

biographical approach has been heavily influenced by the sociological theories of 

ethnomethodology, phenomenology, and symbolic interactionism, which view the 

individual as an active agent and social reality as constructed by an individual 

(Bornat, 2012; Kazmierska, 2004). Originating from the interpretive paradigm of 

Chicago School of Sociology (circa ~1900-1940) (Hart, 2010), biographical research 

methods have diverged along three distinct interdisciplinary paths, namely 1) the 

biographical interpretive method (phenomenology), 2) narrative analysis 

(ethnomethodogy), and 3) oral history (symbolic interactionism) (Bornat, 2012, p. 

346). The interviewer deliberately drives the dialogue in the oral history approach, 

whereas the interpretive and narrative approaches encourage the interviewee to tell 

their story with minimal interruptions (Apitzsch & Siouti, 2007, pp. 8-9).  

 

The biographical interpretive method begins with a noninterventionist interview, 

which may be followed by interviewer-led questioning to clarify or delve deeper into 

aspects of the narrative. I choose to follow the interpretive method because it focuses 

more on interpretations of motivation and meaning and takes a phenomenological 

approach to understand the individual within a defined structural context (Bornat, 
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2012; Rosenthal, 2004; Wengraf, 2001). The biographical interpretive method adopts 

a phenomenological approach to understanding biographical data and ‘focuses on 

the individual’s perspective within an observable and knowable historical and 

structural context’ (Bornat, 2012, p. 346). This phenomenological approach 

complements my thematic discourse analysis, in which emergent themes can be 

used to inform the biographic interpretations. 

 

2.5.1.2. Writing more-than-human animal biographies.  

 

The biographical research methods first developed by sociologists focused on 

individuals retelling their own life history (the autobiography). However, biography as 

a form of writing predates biographic research methods (Meister, 2018; Snowman, 

2014). Oftentimes biographies are written to glorify, and less often vilify the subject, 

which is something that historian scholars constantly grapple with (Gradmann, 1992; 

Meister, 2018). A biography can reveal more about the culture of the dominant 

members of a society and who they considered important, than the lived experiences 

of an individual. The voices of slaves and women in patriarchal societies, for 

example, were supressed and their lives deemed too unimportant to record. In 

biographical analyses researchers are ‘concerned not only with the biographical self-

definitions of individuals, but also with definitions ascribed by other people’ 

(Rosenthal, 2018, p. 164). In this respect, biographical analysis can be extended to 

include individuals featured in the accounts of others, including other-than-human 

animals who were not the focus of said account or biography.  

 

Fudge (2004) addressed the absence of other-than-human animals in the Oxford 

Dictionary of National Biography (DNB), a standard work of reference on notable 

figures from British history, and argued their exclusion was a product of 

anthropocentrism. By writing example animal biographies that conformed to DNB 

criterion, Fudge (2004) demonstrated that historians continue to perpetrate a version 

of human selfhood that is constructed out of exclusion. Despite being excluded from 

scholarly collections, and despite the attempts by scientific approaches to 

standardise, de-individualise, and autonomise the behaviour of animals, human 

history is enriched with a plethora of records of the exceptional lives lived by other-
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than-human animals (discussed by Fudge, 2004, 2022). While many of these are not 

complete life stories that were intentionally written as biographies, they do provide 

insight into lives of animals who made an impact within various human cultures. For 

example, we have Bucephalus, the famous horse of Alexander the Great (Trentin & 

Sneed, 2018), Greyfriars Bobby, a dog who guarded the grave of his human for over 

a decade (Johnson, 2013), Cher Ami, the wounded carrier pigeon who saved U.S. 

troops in World War I (Milivojevic, 2019), and Ham, the first chimpanzee in space 

(Betz, 2020; Fudge, 2002).  

 

Animal biographies written in the first person are often literary pieces intended to 

entertain and/or hold a mirror to human society, including how we (mis)treat other-

than-human animals (Hansen, 2012; Milne, 2012). For example, the novel Black 

Beauty (Sewell, 1877) is written as an autobiographical account of a horse and the 

narrative sheds light on the inhuman treatment of working animals and inequality in 

nineteenth century England (Hansen, 2012). Flegel (2012) discussed how the animal 

autobiographical-style fiction, popular in the nineteenth century, had a higher rate of 

female authors and could be interpreted as allegories of female oppression in a 

patriarchy. It has been proposed that Anna Sewell, author of Black Beauty, may have 

been guided by her own experience of oppression as a woman with disabilities in 

understanding of the harsh realities of other-than-human animals living in a human-

dominated world (Flegel, 2012). However, the case studies featured in my thesis 

were used to reconstruct feline biographies (described in Section 2.5.2, below) to 

gain insight into the cat’s life experiences. 

 

Scholarly other-than-human animal biographies are not intended to construct their 

lives in (auto)biographical terms as if they spoke, thought, and felt like humans 

(Fudge, 2004; Harel, 2012). Primarily for this reason, but also because I did not have 

long-standing personal relationships with my feline subjects, I reconstructed the cat 

biographies in the third-person prose. A consequence of writing in the third person is 

that ‘animal biographies remain external to the cognitive experience of the animals’ 

worlds and their relations to it’ (Krebber & Roscher, 2018, p. 2). Nonetheless, ‘animal 

biography responds to and tries to capture our experience of other animals as 

individuals, with their own personalities, idiosyncrasies and each and every one with 
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a self of its own, as well as our desire to lend voice and recognition to these 

individual creatures’ (Krebber & Roscher, 2018, p. 2). Imagining the perspective of 

other animals presents significant challenges, and when ‘speaking for others,’ there 

is always the danger of misrepresentation. Armbruster (2012, p. 22) warned that ‘any 

text that gives voice to a nonhuman animal is a case of speaking for others, a mode 

of discourse that has been extensively examined and debated within feminist (and 

postcolonial) theory and criticism.’ Fudge (2008) was critical of how speaking animals 

in literature and film often tell us what we want to hear, and particularly regarding 

relationships with companion animals, humans tend to make assumptions based 

upon what they themselves would think or feel in each situation. This in part could be 

remedied by listening and attempting to understand what the animal other is 

communicating. Fudge (2002) used the example of Ham, a chimpanzee sent into 

space in 1961, and how his facial expression in a famous photo was widely 

(mis)interpreted as a smile. However, anyone familiar with chimpanzee body-

language understands the teeth-barring facial expression as a gesture of aggression 

or fear. This is a strong argument in favour of incorporating elements of animal 

behaviour into my biographic reconstruction and analysis. Photos and video footage 

of the feline participants provided only a snapshot into their lives, but they allowed 

me as a researcher to view the cat from different perspective. Furthermore, I was 

able to draw upon feline-specific ethology to formulate my own interpretations of my 

human participants’ descriptions. However, I did this cautiously, and employed 

elements of narrative ethology and philosophical ethology (described in Section 

2.5.2) to guide my analysis. 

 

When it comes to describing and understanding more-than-human minds, human 

language is insufficient. While anthropomorphism can be a valuable tool for 

understanding other-than-human animals, caution must be taken when using it to 

interpret other-than-human experiences (Hediger, 2012; Lulka, 2008; Root-Bernstein 

et al., 2013). Root-Bernstein et al. (2013) recognised a spectrum of 

anthropomorphism with the stronger forms including cartoon-animals engaging in 

human-like behaviours, such as reading a book, wearing a suit, or going to school, 

which can lead to misrepresentation and misunderstanding of other-than-human 

animal behaviours and emotions. What Root-Bernstein et al. (2013) defined as 
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‘weaker’ forms of anthropomorphism recognise similarities, but do not superimpose 

over-humanised characteristics, which they argue can be a useful tool to promote 

awareness and empathy for the plight of other-than-human animals. As humans, we 

understand the world around us in human terms, using thoughts and emotions we 

can relate to (Lulka, 2008). In this respect, some degree of anthropomorphism is 

unavoidable. However, Milton (2005) asserted that the ‘self’ (ego) perceives other 

animals (including other humans) and proffered the concept of ‘egomorphism’ to 

explain how personal experience is the primary point of reference for understanding 

both human and other-than-human animals. Essentially anthropomorphism can be 

thought of as attributing human characteristics to other-than-human entities, and 

egomorphism as using our personal experiences as a human to understand others. 

Returning to the example of Black Beauty (Sewell, 1877) it could be argued that 

Anna Sewell was using her experience as a woman with a disabling illness to 

understand the plight of a nineteenth century horse, or (inadvertently?) using the 

horse to tell a human story of oppression in a patriarchal society. The difference is 

subtle but important and I believe anthropomorphic interpretations can be valuable, 

providing they are acknowledged as such.    

 

2.5.1.3. Biographical reconstruction.  

 

An important consideration is that the interviews were recorded as oral recounting of 

a life-history taken at a fixed point in time. Rosenthal (1993, p. 59) asked ‘to what 

extent is one receiving an account of an ´actual´ life history, and to what extent is one 

being presented with the autobiographer’s present construction of his or her past, 

present, and future life?’ Although specifically referring to autobiographical accounts, 

similar issues arise regarding biographies reconstructed from third party sources. For 

my research the question became ‘to what extent is one being presented with the 

biographer’s construction of the cat’s past, present, and future life?’ This is in part 

addressed by the biographic narrative interpretive analysis method, which entails 

disentangling the chronological story from the experiences and meanings provided 

by the interviewee (Bornat, 2012; Rosenthal, 1993; Wengraf, 2001). As such the 

biographical interview is understood as a process ‘in which movement between past, 
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present and future is constant and in which the interviewee may not be fully aware of 

the contexts and influences in their life’ (Bornat, 2012, p. 346).  

 

Whose story is it anyway? This was a central question addressed by Gelsthorpe 

(2007, p. 515) who stressed ‘that personal reflexivity on the part of the researcher (or 

what elsewhere is described as a psychosocial approach) is critical to an 

understanding of research.’ Gelsthorpe (2007) was concerned with addressing how 

the researcher influences the telling of their subject’s story, but a similar approach 

can be applied to disentangle the cat’s story from that of the human narrator. 

Namely, via a close examination of the discourses and a recognition that stories are 

entwined and subjective. This required recognising the relationship between the cat 

and the human narrator and considering how this may influence the narrator’s 

perception of the cats’ experiences and relationships. Furthermore, as the researcher 

I actively engaged in personal reflexivity, and contemplated how my own perspective 

may influence analysis of the subjective relationship between the narrator and their 

cat.  

 

In The Animal That Therefore I Am, a translation of Jacques Derrida's 1997 lecture, 

(Derrida, 2008, p. 34) explained the ‘animal question’ has always been present in his 

writing in one form or another. Derrida (2008) is concerned with how cultural 

representation of other-than-human animals influences human attitudes towards real-

life animals. Derrida (2008, p. 157) described how anthropomorphism can be a kind 

of comparative analysis, whereby the human is transposed onto the animal. This 

transposition can be anthropocentrically motivated, but anthropomorphism is not 

inherently anthropocentric. Both anthropomorphism and anthropocentrism are 

human-centred, but the former because it uses human language to understand 

animal others and the latter because it grants humans greater intrinsic moral worth. 

McHugh (1999) used Derrida’s separation between anthropocentrism and 

anthropomorphism as a central tenet of narrative ethology. Anthropocentrism refers 

to ‘the ordering of the world under the sign of the human’ whereas anthropomorphism 

can be a means to understand the other-than-human that is not inherently 

anthropocentric (McHugh, 1999, p. 4). Narrative ethology requires an element of self-

reflexivity in anthropomorphic interpretations that acknowledges but does not supress 
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the human context (McHugh, 1999, 2011). As a methodology, narrative ethology 

reconfigures anthropomorphism as ‘a mode of mutually identifying the animal and the 

human’ and focuses on repositioning the human within the world of the animal other 

(McHugh, 1999, p. 5). Thus, the human is no longer centre stage but viewed as a co-

creator within a shared and intersubjective social world.  

 

2.5.2. Reconstruction and presentation of feline biographies.  
 

2.5.2.1. Biographical reconstruction. 

 

The feline biographies analysed here were reconstructed from the oral accounts of 

human case-study participants, supplemented with photos and videos of the cats 

(Appendix A6.2). After assigning chronological tags to transcripts, based on distinct 

periods in the cat’s life (Section 2.4.3, Figure 2.8), I was able to re-examine these key 

periods in the cats’ life. See Table 2.6 (below) as an example, and Appendix A7 for 

all case studies examined. I then wrote out a third-person account of key elements of 

the cat’s life history (summarised in Appendix A6.4). From this a picture emerged of 

the cat within the context of a cat-human relationship, and oftentimes a multispecies 

family. Events were remembered and shared at different points during the interviews, 

and in many cases the participants jumped back and forth from kittenhood to present. 

By concurrently coding the interview with chronological tags (Figure 2.8) I was able to 

reorder the transcripts and view them as a linear account of the cats’ lives. This 

approach complemented the thematic discourse analysis (Section 2.4.3) and allowed 

a biographical account to be constructed.  
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Table 2.6. Chronological re-ordering Memphis’ story. 
Label 
(Code) 

Order code 
(chronological) 

Description over a 14-year period (Memphis aged~ 4-
5 weeks to 14 years) 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning. 
Generic 0 About Memphis or Tambo’s personality or disposition, 

comments relative their relationship or MH’s 
perspective. 

Pre-
Memphis 

1 References to MH’s life before Memphis, including 
childhood experiences of animals. 

Introduction 2 Pre-adoption and events surrounding the time when 
MH first met Memphis as a kitten (2007). 

First home 3 The time they lived on the edge of town in UK and 
Memphis was a young cat. 

With 
partner 

4 When they lived in a UK village with MH’s partner’s 
and her two cats. 

Kenya 5 Their time in Kenya (3 years). During this time Tambo 
joined the family. 

Back to UK 6 MH and both cats moved back to the UK and lived for 
a while in an apartment with shared front garden. 

Current 7 Where they live now, close to the town centre in UK. 
The birth of MH’s daughter (aged 3 at time of 
interview).  

During 
interview 

8 Interactions with Memphis occurring during the 
interview, such as him appearing on camera.  

 

The chronological coding allowed me to revisit accounts told during the interview 

relative to the cat(s) lifetime. Figure 2.9. illustrates how the interviews were not 

always linear in relation to the cat’s lifetime. See Appendix A7 for similar 

visualisations of each case study. Some interviews, such as MiH’s account, followed 

a relatively linear trajectory that described the cat’s life from the first encounter with 

their human until he died at a relatively old age (Appendix A7.1). Others jumped 

between time periods as interviewees reminisced and then recalled something 

similar happening during a different period (Appendix A7). 
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Figure 2.9. Stages of Memphis’s life discussed by MH during the 
interview. 

 
Figure 2.9. Legend. The interview was first coded in excel (see Figure 2.8), 
including the timeframe codes described in Table 2.6 (with 8 corresponding to 
the most recent events). This graph shows how different periods within 
Memphis’ lifetime (Y axis) were discussed as the interview progressed (X 
axis). See Appendix A7 for graphic visualisation of the other case-study 
interviews.  

 

Photos, screenshots of video frames, and on-camera appearances, can be found in 

Appendix A6.5. These served to help me feel more connected to the individual cats, 

but it was primarily the interview transcripts that informed my analysis. 

 

2.5.2.2. Biographical case studies and interpretative analysis. 

 

A key rationale for choosing the interpretive approach was that it lent itself to case 

study analysis and enabled me to incorporate additional elements with the 

biographical interview. Shaw (1930) led the way by using the autobiographical 

accounts of a young offender, combined with other elements (e.g., police reports), to 

perform an interpretative analysis of delinquency. The Jack-Roller (Shaw, 1930), co-

authored by the subject himself, helped to establish the life-history as an important 

instrument of sociological research, while setting a precedent for incorporating 

additional case-study elements (Gelsthorpe, 2007). The interpretative biographical 

research approach has been applied to a diverse array of case studies, including 

post-1945 Austrian women involved in National Socialism (Pohn-Lauggas, 2017), 

teacher’s professional development (Kelchtermans, 1999), and Chinese-Australian 

male’s experience of the Australian education system (Hoy, 2005), educational 

leadership (Hall & Hall, 2014), a nurse’s self-perception (Ramvi, 2015) and others 
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(see Hyett et al. 2014). Biographical and discourse analysis have been combined 

using a methodology that acknowledges that biographies are structured by 

discourses (Pohn-Lauggas, 2017). This approach is particularly relevant to my 

research because it recognises that social worlds are co-created. The human 

narrative provided a biographical window into the cats’ lives but will inherently over-

emphasise the role that person played in constructing the cats’ social world. 

However, attempts can be made to make interpretations from a feline perspective, 

and I used elements of narrative ethology (McHugh, 1999, 2011) and philosophical 

ethology (Despret, 2015) to this end.  

 

2.5.2.3. Narrative ethology. 

 

The theory of narrative ethology was developed by McHugh (1999) to explain how 

images of animals can be transformed into animal subjectivities in contemporary 

narratives. The approach is antithetical to the anthropocentric Sausseurian linguistic 

tradition of allegory, where other-than-human animals are merely the signifiers of 

human signifieds (Joseph, 1995). This is in part driven by the notion that only human 

animals have language. However, narrative ethology utilises species-specific notions 

of language to configure non-anthropocentric archives of how interspecific languages 

develop (McHugh, 1999, 2011). A key principle of this approach is that both human 

and other-than-human animals can attribute different referents to the same signs to 

produce divergent meanings. Thus, ‘this separation of the animal from the role of 

sign-bearer and the human from the role of meaning-producer not only grounds 

distinctions between anthropocentric and zoocentric languages but also outlines how 

interspecific languages develop between and in turn shape these intraspecific (or 

species-defining) languages’ (McHugh, 1999, p. 3). The notion that cats and humans 

can co-create meaning is also supported by ethnographic research, including 

multispecies ethnographies based in animal shelters (Alger & Alger, 1999; Jaroš, 

2018; K. White, 2013), studies focused on free-living urban street cats (Li et al., 

2020; Warawutsunthon, 2021), and an autoethnographic account of life with a 

disabled cat (Young, 2013). Intersubjectivity refers to the shared space between 

conscious (subjective) minds where shared meaning is made, and the recognition 

that other-than-human animals also possess subjective minds has led scholars to 
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develop a concept of interspecies intersubjectivity (e.g., see Aaltola, 2013; Hurn, 

2012; Madden, 2014; Smuts, 2006; Young, 2013). I engage further with the concept 

of interspecies intersubjectivity as a theoretical framework in Chapter 7.  

 

Importantly, intersubjectivity requires that individual actors ‘consciously recognise 

and attribute intentionality to each other’ (Hurn, 2012, p. 126). Cats develop 

vocalisations specifically for the humans they live closely with and use few 

vocalisations when interacting with other cats (Yeon et al., 2011). These 

vocalisations are best understood within the context of that unique interspecies bond 

because humans learn to recognise the meanings behind their own cats’ voices 

(hungry, attention-seeking, etc.,) but are less able to interpret the vocalisations of 

unfamiliar cats (Ellis et al., 2015). Thus, an understanding of the cat-human bond 

(derived from case-study interviews) is needed to contextualise snapshots of the cat 

interacting with their human (photos, footage). This does not mean feline ethology 

can be ignored, but that textbook behavioural interpretations are an oversimplification 

that overlook how cats behave in the context of an established feline-human bond. 

Even when a researcher is present for an extended period, research suggests that 

long-term guardians are better positioned to interpret their cat’s behaviour (Ellis et al., 

2015). Thus, any species-specific interpretation of feline behaviours (from footage or 

described in interviews) cannot be too formulaic. For this reason, I chose not to use 

ethograms (which given the dearth and sporadicity of observable behaviours would 

not have been robust enough anyway). Instead, I adopted philosophical ethology as 

a methodological framework to try and understand the feline perspective.        

 

2.5.2.4. Philosophical ethology. 

 

A new concept of philosophical ethology arose from a growing interest amongst 

animal studies scholars to reorientate their methodological approaches to consider 

the ‘point of view’ of their other-than-human animal subjects (Despret, 2013, p. 30). 

Interest in philosophical ethology was a response to the recognition by multiple 

disciplines that a new paradigm was required to understand other-than-human 

animals in relation to issues such as cognition, emotions, culture, relationships, 

history, and subjectivity was needed (Buchanan et al., 2014; Bussolini, 2013; 
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Despret, 2013). The term ‘philosophical ethology’ was first coined by Massey and 

Massey (1999, p. vi) who understood it as ‘a philosophical account or treatment of 

animals.’ This very broad definition included any philosophical explorations that have 

been rooted in either scientific or folk ethology and would include both Aristotle and 

Descartes (Massey & Massey, 1999). Traditionally, ethology and behavioural studies 

looked at the mechanisms regulating processes without questioning the overarching 

paradigm of Descartes’s automata (the animal machine) (Marchesini, 2017, p. 48). 

Human exceptionalism is prevalent throughout ‘Western’ thinking and the notion that 

human animals are somehow inherently different (or superior) to has until recently 

dominated scholarship (and arguably still does).  

 

Philosophical ethology problematizes the ‘problematization of behaviour’ by asserting 

that questions and methodology should be guided by ‘an investigation of human 

animality rather than human exceptionalism’ (Buchanan et al., 2014, p. 2). This 

means that rather than formulating problems based on differences between humans 

and other animals we should focus on our shared animality. Despret (2015, p. 106) 

drew upon the ancient Greek concept of mētis as ‘a form of thought and mode of 

knowing acquired through contact with animals’ that can confer a means of 

communication between humans and other animals. The idea is that spending time 

around an other-than-human animal can lead to a mutual understanding that does 

not rely on the complexity of human language.   

 

A recognition of other-than-human animal subjectivity is another facet of 

philosophical ethology that is relevant to my analytical approach and closely related 

to narrative ethology (discussed previously). Unlike a leaf that is blown by the wind, 

an animal is not a passive entity. Rather an animal is a subjective, irrepressible being 

who interacts with the world around them. Marchesini (2017, p. 56) viewed 

subjectivity as a ‘condition of positionality’ and asserts that an animal (including 

humans) will realise their subjectivity through conjugative links to the world around 

them. Furthermore, Marchesini, (2017, p. 62) stressed ‘human subjectivity is not the 

result of emancipation from a generic animal condition, but rather the very expression 

of a specific animal condition.’ Marchesini (2017, p. 57) used the expression 

‘emancipation of animality’ to introduce the idea that animality is not a state of 
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deficiency and that everything that is human is also animal. However, in research the 

human animal is dominant, and the agency of the animal other may not be 

acknowledged or respected. Despret (2015) noted how research invariably has the 

other-than-human animal subject conforming to the preconceived expectations of the 

researchers, primarily because research is driven by hypotheses and not the other-

than-human animal’s own interests. Using a philosophical framework, I endeavoured 

not to over interpret or overlook feline behaviours based on preconceived 

hypotheses. Through my presentation and analysis of the feline biographies 

(Chapters 7 and 8) I engaged in feline-specific ethology while remaining cognisant 

that individuals do not always conform to a generalised understanding of feline 

behaviours. At the same time, I reflected upon my own experiences to understand 

how another animal may think or feel.  

 

2.5.3. Feline personalities to supplement biographical 
analysis. 

 

Based on the information provided in the interviews I attempted to assess personality 

traits. The ‘Feline Five’ personality assessment devised by Litchfield et al. (2017) 

specifically for companion animal cats, is arguably the most comprehensive to date. 

It is based on research into human personality and builds upon the Five-Factor 

Model (FFM), which has been adapted and tested in other species. In humans the 

model comprises of five dimensions, namely, Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness 

to Experience, Conscientiousness, and Agreeableness. From a large sample size of 

2801 cats, Litchfield et al. (2017) determined the ‘Feline Five’ personality factors 

(traits) for companion animal cats were: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Dominance, 

Impulsiveness, and Agreeableness (Table 2.7). Based on the cases study interviews 

I determined which of the Feline Five personality factors most fitted what I had 

learned about the cats from their guardians. I chose this method, rather than the 

more complicated approach of requesting guardians to fill out the sheet for their cats, 

to reduce the subjective position to one person (myself). 
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Table 2.7. Dimensions of the Feline Five personality traits based on Litchfield 
et al. (2017). 
Trait Dimensions 

Neuroticism 
(shy/skittish) 

Positive scores for: Insecure, Anxious, Fearful of people, 
Suspicious, Shy, Tense, Fearful of other cats, Excitable  
Negative scores for: Trusting, Calm, Stable, Self-assured, Bold, 
Cool 

Extraversion 
(outgoing) 

Positive scores for: Decisive, Smart, Curious, Inventive, Active, 
Inquisitive, Vigilant, Deliberate, Persevering 
Negative scores for: Aimless, Clumsy, Quitting 

Dominance  
Positive scores for: Bullying, Dominant, Aggressive to other cats, 
Jealous, Defiant, Greedy  
Negative scores for: Submissive, Friendly to other cats 

Impulsiveness 
(spontaneity) 

Positive scores for: Impulsive, Erratic, Reckless, Distractible 
Negative scores for: Predictable, Constrained 

Agreeableness 
(friendliness) 

Positive scores for: Affectionate, Friendly to people, Gentle, Playful, 
Cooperative  
Negative scores for: Solitary, Irritable, Aggressive to people 

 

Each dimension in the Feline Five is typified by positive and negative scores (see 

Table 2.7) and the theory behind the FFM is that personality is determined by where 

on a continuum an individual falls. Litchfield et al. (2017) drew from a comparative 

study of personality in five felids, including the domestic cat (Felis catus) and the 

European wildcat (Felis grampia) (Gartner et al., 2014). See Table 2.7 for the 

dimensions associated with each trait and Appendix A8.1 for the descriptions 

associated with the full list of the 52 variables (dimensions). These dimensions are 

determined by scoring individual cats on a list of dimensions according to Litchfield et 

al. (2017; Appendix A8.1) using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from ‘Not at all’ (-

3) to ‘Very much so’ (+3), with neutral being 0. Dimensions that I was unable to score 

due to insufficient information were marked NS (Not Scorable) and the percentage of 

NS notations calculated from the 48 dimensions used to score personality traits (the 

Independent, Individualistic, Vocal, and Eccentric, dimensions were not assigned to a 

personality trait according to Litchfield et al. (2017). The scores for the positive and 

negative dimensions associated with each trait were calculated for each cat who had 

less than a total of 50% non-scorable (NS) dimensions and displayed visually as 

points on a spectrum for each trait (like the hypothetical example shown in Figure 

2.10). It is important to stress that I did not perform my own assessment of the cats’ 

personalities, but rather took what the human participants described and used that 

information to score for each trait.  
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Figure 2.10. An example of a Feline Five personality test result. 

 
Figure 2.10. Legend. Based on Litchfield et al., 2017. The five dimensions 
are shown as arrows with negative scoring traits on the left and positively 
scorning traits on the right. The red lines indicate where on the continuum this 
hypothetical cat lies for each of the five dimensions. For example, this cat 
would score low for Neuroticism and high for Extraversion. 
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3. To roam or stay home? Cat guardianship and the 
‘indoor-outdoor’ debate.  
 

3.1. Preface. 
 

This chapter explores different ideas about ‘cat nature’ and human perceptions of 

cats as companion animals. These notions of ‘catness’ emerged from the discourses 

and points of conflict prominent in the so-called ‘indoor-outdoor cat’ debate.11 

Contemporary cat-human relationships are examined by exploring multinational 

discourses surrounding roaming cats, predominantly from the perspectives of cat 

guardians who are often convinced they know what is best for all cats. This chapter 

begins by introducing cat-human relations in contemporary societies, followed by a 

review of companion animals and guardianship. The empirical data is used to explore 

how the practices and beliefs surrounding cat guardianship are influenced by national 

discourses, as well as preconceived notions of cats and personal experiences. Using 

a framework of ‘pet parenting’ I examine how the roles of cats and their guardians 

are constructed differently in relation to the ‘indoor versus outdoor cat’ debates.  
 

3.2. Introduction 
 

3.2.1. Cat-human relationships in contemporary societies. 
 

In both rural and urban communities worldwide, road accidents are a major cause of 

feline fatalities (Tan et al., 2020), and this danger is a source of distress for cat 

guardians. The relatively recent phenomenon of indoor-only cats was driven by the 

commercialisation of kitty litter12 in the US in the 1950s (Grier, 2010), and is in part a 

response to the various dangers roaming cats face (International Cat Care, 2018). 

The practice of confining cats is also welcomed by those concerned about wildlife 

predation or bothered by ‘nuisance’ behaviours, namely unwelcomed garden visits 

and defecation (see Chapters 4 and 6). Several quantitative studies on attitudes 

 
11 Different opinions about whether companion cats should be permitted to roam freely outside for all 
or part of the day/night. 
12 For cat toilets (litter boxes). 
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towards roaming cats have been conducted to date (e.g. Dabritz et al., 2006; 

Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Grayson et al., 2002; Lord, 2008; Loyd & Hernandez, 

2012; Sandøe et al., 2018; Toukhsati et al., 2012), with attitudes shown to vary within 

and between communities, but with some consensus within geographic or cultural 

contexts. Australians, for example, expressed concern related to the predation of 

wildlife, and many supported housecat-containment measures and bylaws (Toukhsati 

et al., 2012). However, attitudes are not homogenous, and another study showed 

Australian families expressed concern about how attitudes and laws might affect the 

safety of their cats (Grayson et al., 2002). Furthermore, the practice of keeping cats 

indoors is more common amongst cat guardians in the US than in Australia 

(Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016; Johnston et al., 2017), despite the 

Australian Government’s hard stance on free-living cats and implementation of cat 

curfews and regional bans on keeping cats (Commonwealth of Australia, 2020; Riley, 

2019). In the UK, cat guardians were reported to be more likely to insist their cats 

needed to be able to roam outside than their American or Australian counterparts 

(Crowley et al., 2020a; Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016).  

 

3.2.2. Companion animals and pet parenting styles. 
 

Companion animals are commonly described as being family members (Charles, 

2014; Charles & Davies, 2008; Finka et al., 2019; Owens & Grauerholz, 2019). In 

their qualitative study of Welsh families, which was not specifically focused on 

companion animals, Charles and Davies (2008) found that companion animals were 

often referred to as friends or kin. However, the large numbers of companion animals 

relinquished to shelters each year (Coe et al., 2014) suggests the honorific might 

oftentimes be a superficial one. Motivated to understand these contradictions, Shir-

Vertesh (2012) developed a theory of companion animals as ‘flexible persons’ or 

‘emotional commodities’ to explain how they can be loved and incorporated into the 

family, yet at any moment may be demoted or rehomed. However, this does not 

exclude the possibility of humans forming bona fide kinship bonds with other-than-

human animals or render all companion animals in danger of abandonment when life 

circumstances change. Indeed, several scholars have written about interspecies 

kinship bonds (e.g., Brandes, 2009; Charles, 2016; Irvine & Cilia, 2017). Previously, I 
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examined multispecies kinship through the lens of narratives accompanying tattoos 

dedicated to companion animals (Hill, 2020).13 I argued that the tattoo narratives 

described in my study were examples of kinship bonds born out of nurturement (Hill, 

2020), and exhibited the ‘mutuality of being’ that Sahlins (2011a, b) posited to 

underpin all forms of kinship. Importantly, kinship is actively produced when another 

is treated as if they were family. Furthermore, Irvine and Cilia (2017) demonstrated 

how other-than-human animals can also actively participate in ‘doing’ family. The 

tattoo narratives examined in my previous study exhibited elements of child–parent, 

dependent–caregiver, friend, confidant, and soulmate-type relationships (Hill, 2020) 

and supported the idea that there is more than one type of generic guardian–

companion animal bond (see Bouma et al., 2022; Cain, 2016; Stewart, 2018; Walsh, 

2009). However, as Fox (2006, p. 528-529) pointed out a companion animal in 

contemporary society inevitably occupies a ‘dual status as both a “person” and 

possession.’ The legal status of companion animals is primarily as ‘property,’ even 

though this is often ‘inconsistent with their current cultural status as quasi-family 

members’ (Pallotta, 2019, p. 2). The human is invariably the dominant partner, and 

especially for bonds established during adulthood the guardian typically describes a 

role akin to a parent or caregiver (Greenebaum, 2004; Hill, 2020; Stewart, 2018). 

 

While not everyone will consider themselves a ‘pet parent’ there are many similarities 

between raising a human child and caring for a companion animal. ‘Parenting styles 

are consistent interaction patterns between a caregiver and care recipient, such as a 

parent and child’ or a guardian and their companion animal (van Herwijnen et al., 

2020, p. 760). Parenting styles can be defined as variations within two dimensions, 

namely Demandingness and Responsiveness (Figure 3.1). Demandingness is 

authoritative and demands or encourages ‘appropriate’ behaviours, whereas 

Responsiveness is supportive and nurturing (Kuppens & Ceulemans, 2019). 

Depending on their positioning within each dimension, a human guardian can be 

assigned a parenting style that is authoritarian (strict rules and obedience-focused), 

permissive (child-led), authoritative (clear boundaries set and two-way 

communications), or uninvolved (sometimes call neglectful) (Baumrind et al., 2010; 

Kuppens & Ceulemans, 2019).  
 

13 Published research based on a project undertaken during my MA in Anthrozoology, Exeter 
University, UK (2018). 
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Figure 3.1. Parenting styles within the two dimensions of Responsiveness 
and Demandingness. 

 
Figure 3.1. Legend. Parenting styles are shown within the two dimensions of 
Responsiveness and Demandingness for parent-child (left) and dog guardian-
dog (right), according to Van Herwijnen et al. (2018). 

 

Parenting styles have been shown to affect child development in different ways. For 

example, Baumrind et al. (2010) found authoritative parents are more likely to raise 

confident kids who achieve academic success, have better social skills and are more 

capable at problem-solving. Van Herwijnen et al. (2018) identified dog-guardian 

parenting styles and found components consistent with, although not identical to 

human-child parenting styles (Figure 3.1, right). These authors described only three 

dog-directed parenting styles, compared to the four for human parents. The 

authoritarian-correction (AUC) style was characterised by high demandingness and a 

focus on the use of training aids to correct unwanted canine behaviour, and the 

authoritative-intrinsic (AUI) style was identifiable by a high responsiveness, focused 

on the dog’s needs and emotions. The third style, authoritative-training (AUT), 

represented dog guardians with both high demandingness and responsiveness and 

was focused on teaching rather than obedience training (Van Herwijnen et al., 2018). 

This was akin to the authoritative parenting style, whereby judgements, values and 

goals are explained to children, and parents are more open to give and take 

(Baumrind et al., 2010). Van Herwijnen et al. (2020) reported that these canine 

parenting-styles emerged in part from how the dogs were viewed either as family 

members or as subordinates who required discipline and guidance.  
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The discourses examined in my thesis demonstrate the multitude of ways humans 

perceive cats and the different opinions on how cats should behave or should be 

treated. This chapter focuses on cats as companion animals. I explore contemporary 

cat-human relationships by examining multinational discourses surrounding roaming 

cats, predominantly from the perspectives of cat guardians. Informed by the key 

themes that emerged from my coding (Section 3.3, below), I first looked at different 

perceptions of cats as companion animals. I asked how notions of ‘catness’ related to 

opinions regarding the ethics of cat roaming from a welfare/well-being perspective. 

Finally, I used the concept of ‘pet parenting’ as a framework to gain insight how 

guardians relate to their cats.  

 

3.3. Emergent themes from the cat-centric comment grouping. 
 

I applied a thematic discourse analysis to 2476 comments and sub-comments 

responding to news articles about predation by cats, and a magazine article and 

YouTube video discussing the pros and cons of allowing companion cats to roam 

freely (see Chapter 2.3.3). A full explanation of the coding methodology and a 

description of first-level coding is given in Chapter 2. Briefly, the comments were first 

assigned to one or more of three groups: 1) Cat, 2) Wildlife, and 3) Neighbourhood 

(see Chapter 2.3.3.4). Emerging themes were then used to design a qualitative 

survey, which subsequently fed back into the same analytical pipeline (Chapter 

2.3.4.3). This chapter focuses on the first group, to which 957 comments related to 

the welfare and wellbeing of companion animal cats were assigned.  

 

3.3.1. Coding the Group 1 (‘cat’) comments. 
 

Group 1 comments contained discourses that were primarily concerned with cat 

welfare or wellbeing, including comments regarding whether cats were better off kept 

indoors. Table 3.1. shows the codes and sub-codes that emerged from my analysis, 

together with counts from each source. Examples of comments for each code can be 

found in Appendix A3.1. In-text references to comments are denoted by the source 

(GJ, SBM, etc.,) and a chronologically assigned number corresponding to the order 
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in which they were written (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.5, for a comprehensive 

description of how the Excel sheets were constructed).  

 

Firstly, comments were scored based on whether they were deemed pro-

confinement (‘confinement favoured’) or pro-roaming (‘roaming favoured’). Many of 

these expressed degrees of nuance and recognised that although they believed 

confinement or roaming to be preferable it was not always possible or even desirable 

(see the ‘But it depends on…’ subcode in Table 3.1). These were also cross 

referenced under the ‘Depends’ code. Within this code, a lesser number asserted 

that ‘what is best’ for any given cat depends on one or more variables. Based on the 

opinion shared, a preference could not always be determined (sub-coded ‘No 

preference’). The comments coded ‘Confinement favoured’ were based on a reason 

why, namely health concerns (usually talking about a specific cat), safety concerns 

(traffic, getting lost, attacked, or stolen), or because they ‘learned the hard way’ 

(injury or death of a beloved cat). Those comments mentioning methods for 

enrichment or supervised outdoor time were also tagged with searchable codes. 

Similarly, comments coded ‘Roaming favoured’ were assigned sub-codes related to 

underlying reasons. For example, this could because they failed to keep the cat 

inside or that the cat seemed unhappy (‘The cat insisted’), because a human prefers 

it that way (due to allergies or convenience), or simply because they are thinking of 

rural barn cats. There is also the belief that cats cannot be happy unless they are 

able to roam, and even that restricting roaming is akin to imprisonment. Comments 

discussing risk reduction strategies (such as collars or training cats to come in at 

night) were likewise coded as (‘Risk reduction’). The comments were coded if they 

contained discourse related to a geographic or cultural perspective (‘Cultural 

perspective’), commented on the heated nature of the debate surrounding indoor 

versus outdoor cats (‘Nature of the debate’), or referred to free-living cats 

(‘Feral/stray’). References to an inherent ‘catness’ were coded as ‘Cat nature’ and 

those comments that appreciated cats as unique individuals with different needs and 

desires were given the code ‘Cats as individuals.’ Comments containing stories or 

accounts of a particular cat’s predation habites (‘Prey/hunting stories’) were also 

coded, and later sub-coded based on the guardian’s attitude (proud, horrified, 

resigned).  
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Figure 3.2. Coding the Group 1 Comments. 

 
Figure 3.2. Legend. An example Excel sheet showing how the comments 
were sorted and coding prior to and concurrent with thematic analysis.  

 

Comments were coded to a given group by assigning a ‘1’ to the respective column 

(Figure 3.2). This allowed easy retrieval of all comments within that code, cross 

referencing to other codes and subcodes, and subsequent re-assignment (due to the 

evolving definitions of categories and the ambiguous nature of some comments). 

Final counts for the comments assigned to the various codes are provided in Table 

3.1.  

 

Table 3.1. Counts of coding and sub-coding of Group 1 comments. 
Code Sub-code S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 Total 

Total comments 802 58 23 6 5 54 13 961 
Confinement 
favoured 

Total 339 36 3 1 1 10 8 398 
Health concerns 11 4 1 0 0 0 0 16 
Safety concerns 150 20 2 0 0 3 5 180 
Learned the hard 
way 

45 2 0 0 0 1 2 50 

But it depends 
on… 

16 0 0 0 0 0 0 16 

Enrichment 147 8 0 0 0 2 0 157 
Roaming 
favoured 

Total 410 19 19 5 3 35 5 496 
The cat insisted 30 2 0 0 0 0 0 32 
Because of a 
human 

11 0 0 0 0 0 0 11 

Barn/working 5 0 0 0 0 1 1 7 
Imprisonment 93 4 10 3 0 4 2 116 
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But it depends 
on… 

82 1 0 0 0 0 0 83 

Risk reduction  86 5 2 0 0 5 1 99 
Depends  125 3 0 0 0 1 0 129 

No preference 27 2 0 0 0 1 0 30 
Cultural 
perspective 

 31 1 0 0 0 0 0 32 

Nature of the 
debate 
(heated) 

 24 1 1 0 0 1 1 28 

Feral/stray/ 
street cats 

 32 2 0 0 0 0 1 35 

Cat 'nature'  20 3 3 0 0 0 1 27 
Cats as 
individuals 

 71 11 7 0 0 5 0 94 

Prey/hunting 
stories 

 17 8 6 3 4 37 5 80 

 

3.3.2. Coding the survey Part A. 
 

The same Group 1 (‘cat’) codes (see above, Section 3.3.1) were applied to 

qualitative responses to survey questions S1Q1, S1Q2, S1Q3, S3Q7, S4Q1, S4Q3 

(Appendix A4.2.2). These asked respondents to explain how they felt about a series 

of images of a cat in a garden (S1Q1), cats looking out of a window (S1Q2), or of a 

lost cat poster (S1Q3). The optional space provided in conjunction with S3Q7 

allowed respondents expound upon or share details or stories about the cats in their 

life. Likewise, respondents were given the option of explaining why they believed cats 

did or did not make good pets (S4Q1), and these responses were included in the 

analysis together with responses explaining why they did or did not view unowned 

cats as a ‘problem’ (S4Q3). 

 

Excel sheets were organised in a similar fashion to those used for the comments 

data (Section 3.3.1, Figure 3.2). However, for the survey data, open-ended 

responses could be cross referenced to other responses and demographic data from 

that participant (see Appendix A4.2.3. for demographic questions and A4.3 for 

demographical data). A key difference between the sub-codes from the comment 

analysis and survey analysis related to determining a preference for keeping cats 

permanently confined or permitting them to roam freely outside. The former was 

inferred from the text and scored as a preference for permanently confining their own 
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cats. However, the survey asked participants to respond on a 5-point Likert scale 

whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘Pet cats should be kept 

permanently indoors (or only allowed outside on a lead or in an enclosed space).’ 

Because respondents were not all cat guardians, the additional coding categories 

‘indoors for wildlife’ and ‘nuisance behaviours’ were added so the data could be 

viewed more comprehensively. However, comments coded to these latter two 

categories are more thoroughly analysed in Chapters 4-6. Survey respondents are 

referenced intext as ‘S’ (for survey) or ‘P’ (for pilot survey) and a number assigned to 

each individual respondent, e.g., S1.    

 

Table 3.2. Counts of coding from Group 1 responses from the survey. 
Code Sub-code* Total 
Confinement of cats favoured  
(S4Q3a) Answered as ‘somewhat 
agree’ or ‘strongly agree) 

Somewhat agree = 8/75 (11%) 
Strongly agree = 11/75 (15%) 

19 

 Indoors for cat health reasons 0 
 Indoors for cat safety concerns 6 
 Learned the hard way 1 
 But it does depend on… 4 
 Enrichment/supervised outdoor time 5 
 Indoors for wildlife 2 
 Nuisance behaviours 2 
Roaming favoured 
(S4Q3a) Answered as ‘somewhat 
disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree) 

Somewhat disagree = 15/75 (20%) 
Strongly disagree = 23/75 (31%) 

38 

 The cat insisted 0 
 Because of a human 0 
 Barn/working 0 
 Happier outside/imprisonment 17 
 But it does depend [on] 10 
 Risk reduction management 1 
Roaming favoured 
(S4Q3a) Answered as ‘neither agree 
nor disagree) 

Neither agree nor disagree = 18/75 
(24%) 

18 

Depends on…  23 
Cultural perspective  0 
Nature of the debate  0 
Feral/stray/street cats  7 
Cat 'nature'  8 
Cats as individuals  6 
Prey/hunting stories  0 
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*Sub-code categories do not add up to the parent category because some 

responses fitted into more than one subcategory. 

 

3.4. Cats as pets, property, or free spirits. 
 

3.4.1. Cats as companion animals. 
 

Many comments responding to the Jackson Galaxy video (Source 1, Appendix 

A2.2.1) were clearly identifiable as cat guardians (they mentioned their own cat) or as 

being pro-cat, and these alone provided a wealth of data related to the different ways 

feline advocates perceive cats. These were supplemented by the comments from the 

other sources, which are peppered amongst responses from individuals opposed to 

roaming cats because of their predatory or nuisance behaviours. In the survey I was 

able to specifically ask participants about their current and past relationships with 

cats (Table 3.3). Participants living with cats were overrepresented (57%) in my 

survey, compared to 23% of UK households (Murray et al., 2015) and 25% of US 

households (AVMA, 2018) estimated to be home to one or more cats. 

 

Table 3.3. Survey respondents current and past relationships with cats. 
Category selections presented in the survey (Appendix A4.2) Count  Percent  

(n =75) 
Currently has a cat(s) 43 57% 
Does not currently have a companion cat 32 43% 
Has kept cats in the past 48 64% 
Has never kept a cat as an adult 15 20% 
Has never lived with a cat (including during childhood or with a 
partner/housemates’ cat) 

8 11% 

Grew up around cats/had regular interactions with a cat during 
childhood 

54 72% 

Not 'their cat,’ but live/lived with someone (housemate, partner, 
etc.,) who keeps/kept a cat(s) 

10 13% 

Enjoys regular visits from a neighbourhood cat(s) 21 28% 
Enjoys seeing cats out and about 48 64% 
Has provided food for feral or stray cats 35 47% 
Has worked or volunteered in an animal shelter, or with an 
organisation dedicated to cat welfare  

21 28% 
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The survey was designed to ‘warm-up’ participants by first asking them to respond to 

simple but rather ambiguous questions on a 5-point Likert scale. The rationale behind 

this design (discussed in detail in Chapter 2.3.4) was to first elicit a response, and 

then encourage respondents to reflect upon why they answered as they did. While 

this method worked as designed for most participants, a few used the follow-up 

question to explain there was ‘not enough context’ or that they did not understand 

what the question was asking. Nonetheless, these responses also inadvertently 

provided insightful qualitative data while explaining why they did not know how to 

answer. For example, responses explaining they would need more information to 

judge whether the cats were happy to be kept inside implies that the respondent was 

thinking primarily in terms of feline welfare.  

 

Figure 3.3. Five-point Likert responses to the statement that ‘cats make 
great pets.’ 

 
Figure 3.3. Legend. Response counts from survey question S4-Q1, asking 
participants to respond to the statement ‘cats make great pets’ using a five-
point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The survey asked participants whether they agreed with the statement ‘cats make 

good pets' and 59 out of 75 (79%) agreed they do make good pets (Figure 3.3). 

Explanatory responses to this question were optional, but many still chose to share 

why they responded as they did. As to why they disagreed, one commented, ‘I 

almost feel as if they [cats] are ineffective [as pets] because there are so many 

missing cats all the time’ (P10). Another accused cats of having ‘zero loyalty’ (S25). 

Those who thought cats make good ‘pets’ spoke from positive experiences. Like 

many comments, a respondent also compared cats to dogs by saying ‘they are 

affectionate and independent and entertaining and not messy or annoying like dogs’ 

(S7). Another wrote that one of the virtues of cats over dogs is that they are lower 

maintenance pets: ‘they are not such a big responsibility as they are quite 
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independent - so good if you work long hours’ (S52). However, another respondent 

recognised cats are not low maintenance if kept indoors, and echoed a common 

conundrum faced by many cat guardians:  

‘Cats are very hard to keep happy inside but outside they have a devastating 
effect on wildlife - which most owners seem to ignore completely! I wouldn't 
keep a cat myself as I know I could not meet their needs in my home’ (S11).  

 

The damage caused by roaming cats was a prominent theme amongst those 

opposed to roaming companion cats, and a conundrum for cat guardians who also 

believed roaming was necessary for feline well-being. Australians have been 

reported to be more likely than UK residents to support cat containment to protect 

wildlife (Hall et al., 2016), but more Australian cat guardians than non-cat guardians 

believed cats need to hunt (Elliott et al., 2019). A study of Tasmanian residents 

reported that 27% of cat guardians believed cats need to roam to be healthy and 

happy (McLeod et al., 2015). An Australian resident wrote in my survey that ‘Cats are 

amazing animals’ and ‘one of my favourite species’ but asserted they are not 

appropriate companion animals because ‘it is not satisfactory to keep them confined 

nor to allow them to free roam’ (S6). Chapter 4 delves into the discourses 

surrounding predation by cats, while this current chapter is focused primarily on the 

companion cat welfare and quality of life angle. However, the above comment 

illustrates how the belief that cats need to roam is at odds with the conviction that, 

from an ecological perspective, they should not. This is a theme I return to several 

times, and ultimately hinges on how Felis catus is perceived on a spectrum from 

helpless dependent to a wild or wild-like animal.   

 

3.4.2. Perceptions of cats. 
 

The idea that some but not all cats make good ‘pets’ was reported by several 

respondents. One pointed out it ‘depends on the personality of the individual cat’ 

(S31), and another that it ‘Depends very much on the cat and the 

circumstances/environment’ (P1). Others made generalisations for the entire species. 

Traits most often assigned to cats were ‘independence’ and ‘aloofness,’ and the 

belief that cats demanded everything be on ‘their terms’ was often expressed. For 

example, one survey respondent wrote of cats that they are ‘Great pets, beautiful, 
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independent and affectionate.... When it suits them lol’ (S39). The tendency to view 

cats as a collective is reflected throughout the comments. Chapters 5 and 6 build 

more upon these various perceptions of ‘cat nature’ or generalisations about the 

species in relation to the idea that cats are ‘natural hunters,’ ‘not fully domesticated,’ 

and ‘semi-wild.’ However, we often base our understanding, knowledge, and biases 

towards a group based on interactions with members of that group (Frame, 2014). 

Based on case studies, I explored cat-human intersubjectivities (shared meaning-

making between subjective minds) in more depth in Chapter 7. However, prejudices 

are also formed within social frameworks, and influenced by cultural beliefs, media 

representations, and other sources (Hinton, 2017). For example, black cats are 

sometimes viewed less favourably, based on negative associations with their coat 

colour and superstitions (Carini et al., 2020; Jones & Hart, 2020). Likewise, the 

perception that cats are aloof and independent may lead to some cats not receiving 

the love and care they need. Individual needs can be overlooked when 

generalisations or misconceptions are normalised.  

 

Responding to the Jackson Galaxy video (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1), a commenter 

wrote ‘I think half of the joy of cats is you don't control them, they are there [sic] own 

creatures and even he [Jackson Galaxy] said himself cats are the happiest when 

they go outside’ (GJ762). The notion of feline independence was sometimes 

reflected in stories of how a person became a cat guardian:  

‘I don't really own "my" cat. He just appeared one night, and he's been 
sleeping in my house all day and going outside at night for the last month and 
a half. Honestly, his life is free, and that's how it is’ (GJ17).  

 

Aligning with the sentiment of the above, the phrase ‘Nobody “owns” a cat’ was 

repeatedly used throughout the comments. Fixed ideas about cats also underpin 

generalisations about what people believe is good or bad for them, e.g., ‘Cats are 

independent and if the cat wants to be outdoors then its cruel to keep them in’ (S41). 

This leads to the belief that all cats need to roam, despite the associated risks. One 

response to Jackson Galaxy read, ‘I do get the risks and all that, and I would never 

have an "outdoor cat only", but aren't cats "programmed" to roam free and be 

outside?’ (GJ1161). This notion that cats are wild or semi-wild seemed deeply 
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ingrained in many commentors, despite cats as a species having evolved traits that 

rendered them better able to live with and alongside humans (Montague et al., 2014). 

 

3.4.3. Reactions to cats in different contexts. 
 

To build upon the themes emerging from the comments, visuals of cats were 

presented in my survey without explanation or context. Initially, survey respondents 

were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale how much they liked or disliked a given 

image. Next, they were asked to explain why they had responded as they did. These 

responses provided insight into the perspective of the respondent. For example, 

whether their explanations primarily addressed concern for the cat’s welfare, the 

potential damage they were causing, or simply expressing a joy or indifference 

towards cats. Unlike the comment section authors, I deemed survey participants 

would be less likely to provide a response motivated by a strong opinion on the 

subject material or provoked by other comments. Risch (2020) studied engagement 

with online news and determined commenters were motivated to take part in a 

debate, to correct what they believed was misinformation, provide additional 

information, and less often to intentionally spread misinformation or troll/spread hate. 

None of these motivations would be present in an anonymous survey. Furthermore, 

my sampling approach specifically stated that responses were also sought from 

individuals who did not have a strong affinity towards cats (Chapter 2.2.4). Although 

those with an interest in cats were somewhat overrepresented (Table 3.3), the survey 

provided an additional sample that was independent of the criteria that motivates 

individuals to contribute to user comments (Risch, 2020).  
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Figure 3.4. Five-point Likert responses to an image of a cat in a garden.  

 

 
Figure 3.4. Legend. Response count from survey question S1-Q1, asking 
participants to rate how they felt about the image shown using a five-point 
Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The first image shown in the survey was a cat stood in a garden, wearing a collar and 

bell (Figure 3.4). Most respondents liked this image and explained this was because 

the cat was healthy-looking and appeared to be living in an idealistic setting, and/or 

because they generally liked cats. Of the 12 respondents that were neutral, five 

expressed an indifference toward cats. For example, ‘It’s a picture of a cat. Not sure 

what I’m supposed to feel about that sorry’ (S25). Two respondents simply pointed 

out that they do not particularly like cats. None of the respondents said they disliked 

the image because they had a strong dislike for cats, but four did say they did not like 

the image because they believed roaming cats are detrimental to wildlife. Four 

respondents said they did not like the image because they deemed the cat’s posture 

indicated they were alarmed or scared, and two more stated they did not believe it 

was safe for the cat to be outdoors.  
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Figure 3.5. Five-point Likert responses to an image of two young cats 
looking out of a window. 

 
Figure 3.5. Legend. Response count from survey question S1-Q2, asking 
participants to rate how they felt about the image shown using a five-point 
Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The outdoor cat image was followed by a photo of young cats looking out of a third or 

fourth floor window onto a busy street (Figure 3.5). Like with the previous picture 

(Figure 3.4), a large portion of responses were attributed to the fact that they simply 

enjoy pictures of cats. One respondent interpreted this image as a leading question, 

contrasting an outdoor and indoor-only situation, and did not divulge more, and 

several pointed out a lack of context prevented them answering fully. However, many 

did provide responses that indicated an inherent bias. Those who believed cats 

should have access to the outside tended to see an indoor-only scenario and reacted 

accordingly, whereas those who stated they believed cats should be kept indoors 

were more positive about the picture (see Figure 3.6, below).    
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Figure 3.6. How survey respondents reacted to the ‘kittens in flat’ image 
relative to their response regarding whether cats should be kept 
permanently confined. 

 
Figure 3.6. Legend. Total column and row counts are given as whole number 
in unshaded boxes (n=75). The numbers within each shaded box correspond 
to the percentage of the total in that row. The data is colour graded from red 
(100%) to green (0%). For example, all those stating they were ‘extremely 
unhappy’ with the kittens in the flat image (Figure 3.4) ‘strongly disagree’ that 
cats should be permanently kept indoors.  

 

One respondent from the UK was unhappy with both the image of the cat in the 

garden and the image of the young cats looking out of the window. In response to the 

first image (Figure 3.4), he wrote ‘I see a cat who is most likely about to kill small 

birds, mammals or snakes’ and to the latter (Figure 3.5), ‘I see two prisoners’ (S43). 

The same respondent also disagreed that cats make good pets, justifying his 

response as follows: ‘I don't like the idea of pets in general. Plus, cats 'owned' by 

humans deplete wildlife’ (S43). Four respondents expressed mixed or conflicted 

feelings about the image of the young cats sat at the window (Figure 3.5). Namely 

that the cats looked healthy, inquisitive, and safe, but perhaps would not get to enjoy 

exploring the outdoors. Reasons for liking the image of the cats at the window 

correlated with either a belief it is unsafe for cats to roam and/or the conviction that 

wildlife must be protected from predation by cats. However, the latter is at odds with 

a conviction that cats also need to roam to live a full and happy life. Furthermore, 

these beliefs about companion cats were not fully appreciating the individual nor 
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taking into consideration the local environment. For example, some cats may adapt 

well to living inside, and some locations may be less dangerous than others.  

 

3.5. The ‘indoor-outdoor cat’ debate. 
 

Unprompted, several survey responses expressed an opinion that cats either belong 

inside, for the safety of the cat and/or because of their wildlife predation habits or 

should be allowed outside for a good quality of life. One respondent believed the cat 

in the garden looked scared but was happy with the image of young cats because the 

‘cats are safe’ (P19). Predictably, respondents who expressed concerns for outdoor 

cats and/or the damage they might cause liked the second image of the indoor cats 

more. In response to the image of the cat in the garden one wrote:  

‘I don't agree with cats being outside because they kill wildlife and spread 
disease. It's also unsafe for the cat. I think cats should be inside (well 
enriched) or in catios’ (P17).  

Unsurprisingly, the same respondent liked the image of the two young cats, this time 

writing,  

‘this owner has kept the cats inside and taken measures to keep them safe by 
adding a screen to the window - it looks like a flat with quite a drop so it's good 
to protect them from falling out’ (P17).  

The opposite types of responses reflected respondents who favoured cats being able 

to go outside. For example, another comment read, 

‘cats look reasonably healthy and are interested in the outside world, but [I] 
have some concerns they do not have access to the outside’ (S15). 

Thus, the opposing concerns centred around the dangers posed to outdoor cats and 

a belief that going outside is necessary for the psychological wellbeing of a cat. 

 

In his video, Jackson Galaxy stated his position as favouring cats being confined for 

their own safety (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1). However, he attempted to provide a 

balanced discussion, and made suggestions for improving the safety of roaming 

companion cats. Gregory Bishop’s article in the magazine Science Based Medicine 

(Source 2, Appendix A2.2.2) also looks at the health risks associated with roaming 

cats. Both these articles attracted responses from those favouring and opposing cat 

confinement, predominantly from a cat welfare perspective. Although the other 

sources included more voices from those concerned with wildlife or nuisance 
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behaviours, they too contained comments that were coded to Group 1 (see section 

3.3.1., Table 3.1). Figure 3.7 (below) shows how comments from those expressing a 

concern for cat safety and wellbeing divided between those who either favour cat 

confinement or the freedom to roam.  

 

Figure 3.7. Preferences regarding cat confinement across the seven 
comment datasets. 

 
Figure 3.7. Legend. Preferences regarding cat confinement across datasets, 
based on data from Table 3.1, Section 3.3.1. 

 

Overall, from a cat wellbeing perspective, just under half (43%) favoured confinement 

of companion cats. Slightly more (54%) believed allowing cats to roam freely for at 

least part of the day/night was the ideal scenario, even if they acknowledged this was 

not always possible (Figure 3.7). 

 

3.5.1. Strong opinions and nuances. 
 

Although it may seem like an innocuous choice to the uninitiated, the subject of 

keeping a cat indoors versus allowing them to roam is oftentimes quite controversial. 

While some of the comments comprising Figure 3.7 came with the ‘it depends [on]’ 

caveat (discussed in Section 3.5.4, below), the debate oftentimes polarises and 

attracts those with strong opinions. This is something that surprised people new to 

such discussions, evidenced by comments such as ‘I've never heard of this debate 

before’ (GJ657). 
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Despite the surprise to the uninitiated, the controversial nature of the ‘indoor-outdoor’ 

debate is all too familiar with those who have engaged in online discussions. In 

response to Jackson’s video, one commenter wrote ‘Thank you for saying this! 

People always get so militant about keeping cats inside and assume everyone 

should do the same’ (GJ149). Another claimed, ‘I’ve heard people online calling 

indoor cat owners “evil” and “cruel”, which made my blood boil’ (GJ306). These 

commenters have clearly been subjected to strong opinions from both sides of the 

debate from other sources, including offline. Furthermore, the comments examined 

here included examples of extreme and judgemental opinions. The subject of 

keeping cats indoors also creates conflict beyond internet discussions. For example, 

one comment reads, ‘After making a permanent enemy in pottery class by sharing on 

this topic, it is with trepidation that I admit that my cat does go outdoors’ (SBM26). 

And another remarked, ‘I have friends that don't let their cats outside who judge me 

for letting mine out’ (GJ34). Judgement also comes from those opposed to confining 

cats: ‘My family always says i am mean for not letting my cat outside but i want him 

to live a long life’ (GJ351). Although they do not agree on what is best for cats, most 

of these comments want to believe they are doing what is best for their cats.  

 

The passionate nature of the debate for some, combined with the anonymity 

available to commenters, brought out some extreme and uncompromising points of 

view. Some opinions against roaming cats came from concerns regarding the impact 

cats have on wildlife (explored further in Chapter 4) and what some consider 

nuisance behaviours (see Chapter 6). Regarding cat welfare, the two extreme views 

were, ‘it is cruel to keep a cat inside’ versus ‘it is irresponsible to endanger your cat 

by letting them outside.’ An element of comments expressed inflexibility, for example, 

one comment wrote ‘cats should be outdoors. It's not even up for debate’ (GJ57) and 

another stated ‘I can't stand people that force their cat to stay inside’ (GJ1157). One 

commenter even evoked a ‘curse’ on Jackson for favouring keeping cats indoors:  

‘Not letting a cat outside is a heinous type of abuse. You are no friend of cats. 
May the curse of Pshat fall upon you’ (GJ1012).  

Regardless of how the ‘curse’ was intended, this comment clearly implied that the 

author does not believe cats should be confined. At the other extreme, those who let 

their cats outside were berated and branded as irresponsible or uncaring cat 
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guardians by those who believed themselves more caring cat guardians. Some even 

went so far as to attack individuals in their responses: ‘I think your[sic] a crappy cat 

owner for letting your cat outside’ (GJ96).  

 

The survey responses also included some strong opinions on whether cats should be 

allowed to roam or kept safely inside. In the following sections I explore the 

discourses and themes on both sides of the debate, focusing on the cat 

welfare/wellbeing angle.  

 

3.5.2. Its’ not safe out there! Reasons behind the indoor 
preference. 

 

The discourses surrounding whether cats should be confined or allowed to roam 

freely could be divided into concerns over cat wellbeing, wildlife predation (see 

Chapter 4), or nuisance behaviours (see Chapter 6). Some commenters aligned with 

two or more of these points of view. Jackson Galaxy (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1) 

failed to mention that cats can hunt birds and other wildlife, an omission that 

provoked several commenters to respond. These included cat-lovers saying, ‘Not to 

mention, cats can harm the wildlife….[keep cats inside] if you really care about cats 

and animals in general’ (GJ864). However, in the context of this chapter it was not 

straightforward to separate those who prioritised cats over birds and vice versa. 

Thus, the focus here is on keeping cats confined for their own welfare or their 

guardian’s peace of mind. For example, ‘It keeps them safe from cars, disease, fleas, 

dogs - and worst of all, bad humans’ (CBC33). 
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Figure 3.8. Reasons why confinement is favoured by cat guardians 
responding to Jackson Galaxy’s video from a cat wellbeing perspective. 

 
Figure 3.8 Legend. Reasons why confinement is favoured by cat guardians 
responding to Jackson Galaxy’s video (Source 1, see Table 4.1 Section 4.2.1). 
The axis represents the percentage of the total number of GJ comments 
favouring confinement (n = 339). Note that this does not include those who 
cited predation by cats as the sole reason for confining cats.  

 

Of the 398 Jackson Galaxy (GJ) comments coded with a preference towards keeping 

a cat indoors, 17 (4%) stated this was in part for feline health reasons (Figure 3.7). A 

few cited their own cat’s health status (Feline Immunodeficiency Virus, old age, 

disability, declawed by previous guardians, etc.,) as being the reason they supported 

indoor lifestyles. These reasons given were specific to one cat, or grouping of cats, 

rather than a blanket statement in support of indoor living for all cats. This latter point 

highlighted the imprecise nature of qualitative coding and how analysis requires 

context and flexibility to be meaningful.  

 

From a cat welfare perspective, the most common reason provided for not allowing a 

companion cat to roam was the various dangers they faced (Figure 3.8). This was 

often coupled with a story of how a guardian had ‘learned the hard way’ through the 

death of a former companion. Dangers discussed varied by region and included 

wildlife, traffic, humans, and attacks from other domesticated animals (primarily 

dogs).  

 

3.5.2.1. Wildlife attacks on cats. 

 

The relative risk of cats being killed by wildlife is region specific. In parts of the USA 

coyotes (Canis latrans) will kill domestic cats (Grubbs & Krausman, 2009; Kays et al., 
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2015). In the current study, those who identified themselves as living in rural America 

were particularly wary of wild predators. One commenter wrote, ‘In my area we have 

a name for outdoor cats...coyote food’ (GJ974), and a similar remark from an Arizona 

resident also referred to roaming cats as ‘Coyote Chow’ (SBM135). Coyotes were by 

far the most cited predator amongst comments favouring keeping their cats inside, 

but wildcats, racoons, birds of prey, snakes, and bears were also mentioned. Many 

backed up their fears with first and second-hand accounts: 

‘We’ve got huge, aggressive raccoons & giant possums roaming our suburban 
backyard all night. In fact, a raccoon attack is how I came to home my now 
senior, who was a stray at the time. I brought him in, nursed his wounds & 
took him to the vet. He became an indoor cat after that’ (GJ258). 

Other encounters had less fortunate endings:  

‘One of my neighbors’ [US spelling] cats snuck out at night recently and 
raccoons attacked her and ripped her face off. The poor thing ended up dying 
despite surgery’ (GJ392).  

Most notable here was the lack of comments about cats in the UK being killed or 

maimed by wild animals, despite potential dangers from foxes. This could in part be 

because there was an absence of a corpse (the cat just disappeared), or mutilated 

remains being attributed to a more sinister demise at the hands of a human 

perpetrator (Howell & Taves, 2021). 

 

3.5.2.2. Traffic hazards. 

 

‘The biggest urban predator of cats is the Car’ (SBM2). 

 

The hazards posed by traffic and busy roads was something brought up time-and-

time again in the comments. Like predator fatalities, first-hand experiences of losing 

a cat to a motor-vehicle collision often underpinned a conversion to indoor-only 

arrangements. Frequently these traffic-related deaths involved childhood family cats, 

leading to adulthood resolutions not to allow future feline family members to suffer 

the same fate. Not specific to any country or region, the traffic risk is a local one that 

depends on the proximity of a particular cat’s home-range to busy roads. This is 

something commenters frequently acknowledged:  
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‘Living in the suburbs near a busy road having our cats go outdoors is not an 
option’ (GJ1166). 
‘I walk my children to school most mornings and over the years we've seen so 
many poor kitties that didn't make it across the street in time. It's so sad. 
Usually about one a month’ (GJ390).  

Trauma from traffic-related incidents the common cause of death for cats in the UK, 

especially amongst younger cats (Conroy et al., 2019; O’Neill et al., 2015; Wilson et 

al., 2017). Even in the countryside, traffic presents a significant danger to roaming 

cats, and one commentator wrote, ‘I live in a rural area but there are still roads where 

people drive way too fast’ (GJ702). Research also demonstrates that the highest 

odds of a cat being involved in a traffic-related accident in the UK is on countryside 

roads (Wilson et al., 2017).  

 

3.5.2.3. Dangerous neighbourhoods. 

 

Unintentional hazards to cats, created by humans, include rodent poison, slug 

pellets, anti-freeze, farm, garden, or building machinery, getting trapped in vehicles 

and outbuildings, and domestic animals such as dogs and other cats (Loyd et al., 

2013; Tan et al., 2020). More disturbingly, malicious actions are sometimes believed 

to be directed towards neighbourhood cats and causing intentional harm. 

Furthermore, roaming cats are subjected to well-intended, but sometimes misguided 

actions, such as inappropriate feeding or ‘rehoming’ a roaming companion cat.  

‘another issue with that can come with outdoor cats is theft, [the] cat could get 
nabbed while out and about, especially if it doesn't have a collar and is picked 
up by a well-intentioned person thinking they are only picking up a stray’ 
(GJ961).  

Another commenter recanted how they found their lost cat had been taken by their 

neighbour: 

‘My cat used to be indoor/outdoor, but then she was kidnapped by a neighbor 
[US spelling] for three days until I discovered her in their window’ (GJ326).  

Indeed, especially when a cat is not microchipped or ID-tattooed, and/or is not 

wearing a collar and nametag, intentional ‘kidnap’ is hard to prove. However, some 

form of traceable identification is important for ensuring shelter workers can contact 

the guardians if a lost cat is brought in. In his YouTube clip, Jackson Galaxy claimed 

only two percent of non-microchipped cats find their way home (Source 1, Appendix 

A2.2.1, 3:05), a figure that is backed up by research (Lord et al., 2009, 2010). 
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However, microchipping is no guarantee a cat will not be intentionally taken. One 

comment also warned of dog fighting rings: 

‘Unfortunately, identification is unlikely to protect against malicious actions. 
Outdoor cats can also have the risk of being caught by dogfighters (there was 
a ring near me the police broke-up not that long ago)....Dogfighters use cats & 
small dogs like Chihuahuas to train their dogs for fights ([they] get the dogs to 
tear them apart alive), they are horrible creatures- but most humans are’ 
(GJ775).  

A few comments, predominantly originating from the USA, felt their neighbourhoods 

were not suitable for roaming cats. Many of these fears originated from second- or 

third-hand accounts. For example: 

‘I saw on Facebook today that a cat in my country had been burned to death 
and someone put a cigarette in it's mouth. It's sick what people do to animals 
and for that reason alone i think if a cat is used to being inside it's better to 
keep it there’ (GJ791). 

A few individuals also claimed to have first-hand experience of witnessing abuse in 

their neighbourhood, saying,  

‘People are very cruel.... [I’ve] seen kids, adults throwing rocks, kicking and 
punching cats and dogs while they are laughing’ (GJ874).  

The most common accusation was intentional poisoning, but this is not so easy to 

verify as accidental poisoning by careless individuals is not uncommon (Loyd et al., 

2013; Tan et al., 2020). Similarly, the relatively common belief that some individuals 

intentionally run over cats is hard to prove. Some comments cited neighbourhood 

‘bully’ cats as one of the reasons why they kept their cat indoors, or the reason why 

their cat does not want to go out. Another confessed that their own cat was a bit of a 

bully, and the following comment even suggests pride in their cat’s social status:  

‘Yes, he got into plenty of fights with other cats.  But he won all of them; he 
was king cat of the neighborhood [US spelling]’ (GJ201).  

 

Neighbourhood dog guardians were sometimes accused of allowing their dogs to run 

wild and attack cats, with comments that claimed, ‘there are cat-killer dogs around 

here’ (SBM12). These first-hand accounts suggested that the threat from malicious 

humans and their dogs is real. However, the extent of the actual versus perceived 

threat cannot be determined from anecdotal accounts. Nonetheless, many of the 

risks discussed in the comments exist to varying degrees (Tan et al., 2020). The 

question remains as to what the risks are in any given scenario, based on both the 

location and the cat, and whether these outweigh any benefits. Palmer and Sandøe 
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(2014) challenged the ethics of confining cats ‘for their own good’ and refuted general 

claims that routine confinement is in the cats’ best interests. To confine companion 

cats is to impose a paternalistic restriction on cats’ freedom, without their consent or 

agreement (Palmer & Sandøe, 2014). Furthermore, Palmer and Sandøe (2014) 

suggested there are underestimated risks from disease, stressful and unsuitable 

environments, and behavioural problems that negatively impact the relationship 

between indoor cats and their guardians. This they claimed, means confinement is 

not inherently better for the cat than the dangers they may face outside (Palmer & 

Sandøe, 2014). That is not to say that some cats in some circumstances are not 

better off being kept indoors (something Palmer and Sandøe, 2014 acknowledged). 

Furthermore, it may be in the guardian’s best interest to know their cat is safe, which 

seemed to be a driving force behind many of the discourses.  

 

3.5.2.4. Guardian anxiety.  

 

Several comments referred to the loss of childhood companion cats as underpinning 

their motivations for keeping their cats safe:  

‘I'm a big "no cats outdoors" person because my grandmother had 8 outdoor 
cats and none of them lived to age of 5. We've lost 4 to cars, 1 to a train, 2 to 
poisoning and one just disappeared after 2 years’ (GJ136).  

The comments related to potential dangers encountered by roaming cats revealed 

how the psychological trauma of losing a beloved cat, or the fear of what might 

happen, were prominent drivers to keeping a cat safely indoors. While some seemed 

able to accept the potential risks to their cats’ safety if they believed the cat was 

happier roaming, others could not. For example, ‘But it's also the case of my anxiety - 

I would die of fear if she wasn't in, safe and comfy’ (GJ172), or ‘My stepdaughter 

would be devastated if anything happened to her fur baby’ (GJ766). In many of these 

examples, human discomfort was being prioritised over any notion that the cat might 

prefer to be free to roam.  

 

3.5.2.5. Lost and never found. 

 

The fear and anxiety of losing a companion cat was also evident in responses to an 

image of a lost cat poster, presented in the survey (Appendix A4.2.2, S1-Q3). 
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Respondents were asked whether this image made them feel ‘very sad,’ ‘slightly 

sad,’ or ‘unaffected.’ Most respondents (67/75) indicated seeing this poster caused 

them to feel either slightly sad (20) or very sad (47). Only eight respondents indicated 

they were unaffected by the lost cat poster. Comments were optional for this image, 

but almost half of the participants chose to write something. One simply wrote ‘not 

my problem’ (P21), which is unsurprising given that his other responses included the 

statement, ‘[I] don’t like cats.’ Another was similarly indifferent and responded, ‘Cats 

go outside. Sometimes they get lost or run over’ (S22). Respondents who were most 

affected where those who had themselves experienced losing a cat, and those who 

related to how they imagined they would feel in that situation. There was also the 

recognition that lost cat stories infrequently have happy endings, and likely the cat is 

already dead, and their guardians will never have closure. Others used the survey 

comment space to point out the risks people take when they allow their cats to 

wander:  

‘This is the risk people take when they let their cat roam outside. Cats get run 
over or taken by other people and now they may never know what has 
happened to their cat’ (S11).  

Advocates on both sides – either in favour of keeping cats safely indoors or allowing 

them to roam free – clearly cared deeply about cats, and got upset about cats getting 

lost, injured, or killed.  

 

3.5.2.6. Learned the hard way. 

 

‘I used to be fully behind outdoor cats... but my last cat drank engine coolant 
someone left out after working on their car and he died horribly. NEVER 
AGAIN!’ (GJ136).  

 

The decision to keep a cat indoors seemed oftentimes to be influenced by personal 

loss, with tragic stories such as the above being rife amongst commenters. Of the 

Jackson Galaxy comments that indicated cats should be kept indoors ‘for their own 

safety and wellbeing,’ 45 (13%) shared stories of how they arrived at that decision 

after losing an outdoor cat (coded as ‘learned the hard way,’ Figure 3.8). This was a 

common theme, where comments recanted tragedies and close encounters with 

death as the reason that they now kept their cat(s) indoors. For example: 
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‘My all-time best loved cat I had, died [after he was] ran over by a car right 
outside my house, he didn´t even liked to go too far, he just liked going to 
an[d] across the street yard and back to my place, I will never [again] let a cat 
go outside, the risk is too big for them’ (GJ97).  

However, not all those who suffered a tragic loss vowed to keep future companion 

cats indoors. Despite the warnings and known dangers, some remained adamant 

that cats need to be outside to live happy lives. This reflected the hedonistic welfare 

perspective, used by Abbate (2020) to argue that guardians have a moral duty to 

permit their cats to roam if it confers more pleasure (or happiness) than pain (or 

suffering). In some cases, this outlook ended in a tragic death that angered other cat 

lovers: 

‘A dear friend in Los Angeles loved his cats and thought it was cruel to keep 
them inside because being outside was "natural". I was heartbroken, but at the 
same time angry when he called in tears to tell me that he had found his sweet 
and elderly cat, whom I had helped to nurse through a severe illness less than 
a year before, mangled by a coyote on his front yard’ (GJ55).  

From these types of accounts, it was usually apparent that the guardians did care 

very much for their cat but had decided that their anxiety is a price they must pay for 

their cat’s happiness. However, even from the hedonistic welfare perspective 

(Abbate, 2020; Palmer & Sandøe, 2014), determining the relative risks and benefits 

is not straightforward (Tan et al., 2020).  

 

3.5.3. A life in prison is no life. 
 

Husbandry-related preferences (namely insisting a cat stayed outside most of the 

day and/or night) were occasionally cited from the perspective of allergies amongst 

human family members, or aversions to litter boxes (coded as ‘because of a human’: 

Figure 3.9, below). For example, statements such as ‘I would have all my cats inside 

if everyone wasn't allergic to them’ (GJ292), and, ‘Outdoor Always - at least your 

house won't be the sole place a kitty can defecate’ (GJ752). A few commented about 

their cats being ‘barn cats’ who have a job to do as ‘mousers’ but explained the cats 

are ‘cared for very well’ (GJ473). However, the primary reason for favouring roaming 

was the cat’s happiness and mental wellbeing. Stories about cats who refused to 

stay inside were also common, reinforcing the belief that the cat’s preference is to 

roam.  
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Figure 3.9. Reasons why roaming is favoured by cat guardians 
responding to Jackson Galaxy’s video.  

 
Figure 3.9. Legend. Reasons why roaming is favoured by cat guardians 
responding to Jackson Galaxy’s video (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1). The Y 
axis represents the percentage of the total number of GJ comments favouring 
roaming (n = 410).  

 

Even those who said they kept their cats indoors sometimes indicated the ideal 

scenario would be the cat being able to roam safely. Indeed, the premise behind 

keeping a cat confined was often framed as a compromise, because roaming was 

deemed too risky. Of those favouring keeping cats inside for their own safety, many 

indicated they wished their cats could roam: 

‘If I lived in a farm or had plenty of green space, I could think of an 
indoor/outdoor balance, but since I live in a big city, I stick with keeping cats 
indoor only. Safety matters’ (GJ375). 

The idea that confining a cat is cruel was linked to the perception of ‘cat nature’ as 

being one of independence, self-reliance, and an inherent drive to explore and hunt 

(see above, Section 3.4.2). The idea that all cats are happiest roaming was 

exemplified by comments such as the following:  

‘Take an indoor cat and give it a taste of the outdoors and then see how fond it 
is of indoor-only life. Actually, they just like the freedom to come and go as 
they please. Indulge them. Expressing your love with confinement seems an 
odd thing to do’ (SBM16).  

Another comment expressed a similar attitude:  

‘Yes, having them walk outside on their own is dangerous. But. Its essential 
for their mojo as [a] cat. Socialize. Explore. Hunt. Hide. … We have to do it. 
For them’ (GJ33). 

Yet another comment criticised Jackson Galaxy for being shamelessly selfish:  
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‘Indeed Jackson its terribly selfish to keep your cat locked up indoors!! Cats 
aren’t made to be indoor[s], and you acknowledge that, yet you give the selfish 
advise [sic] to keep them indoors. Cat shouldn't be restricted to the indoors 
just as birds aren’t meant to be in cages. If you can’t offer your cat the free 
option to go outside then don’t have cats. Have a dog in that case’ (GJ57). 

By comparing cats to birds (wildlife) and suggesting it was acceptable to confine 

dogs, the above comment seemed to be implying they believed dogs are more 

domesticated, and therefore that it is more acceptable that their roaming is restricted. 

This could be because dogs exhibit an exaggerated motivation to seek social 

contact, a trait whose underlying genetic mechanism likely drove canine 

domestication to completion (VonHoldt et al., 2017). Conversely, the evolution of 

sociality in cats underpinned their divergence from solitary wildcat ancestors (Brown 

& Bradshaw, 2013; Driscoll, Clutton-Brock, et al., 2009). The evolution of social 

behaviours in cats is relatively new, and as such has been proposed to be ongoing 

and incomplete (Brown & Bradshaw, 2013, p. 59). However, recent research 

demonstrated attachment bonds between cats and humans can be just as strong as 

those formed between dogs and humans (Vitale Shreve et al., 2019). That cats are 

sometimes perceived as aloof and independent may reflect how some humans relate 

to the more extrovert canine personalities (Vitale Shreve et al., 2019). Furthermore, 

populations of free-living cats thriving outside of human societies lends to the notion 

of cats as more wild than domestic (Crowley et al., 2020b).  

 

Based on a hedonistic account of animal well-being based on feline ethological traits, 

Abbate (2020) made a philosophical argument that cat guardians have a moral duty 

to provide their feline companions the opportunity to roam outside. Fischer (2020) 

contested this argument by comparing feline companions to a small child who loves 

to wander unaccompanied, pointing out that as a parent you would be accountable 

for both the child’s safety and any damage they might cause to others. However, this 

argument depends upon the assumption that companion cats, like small children, are 

dependents who we have a moral duty to protect and police. Not everyone agrees, 

and many comments in my datasets asserted that cats are not helpless dependents 

and that their agency should be respected. The topic of different ‘pet parenting’ styles 

is explored further in Section 4.6 (below), but in essence whether one follows the 

arguments of Abbate (2020) or Fischer (2020) is dependent upon how the 

dependent-guardian relationship is defined.  
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3.5.4. It depends!  
 

Despite the oftentimes heated nature of the debate, most views on the ‘indoor-

outdoor’ debate are more nuanced and recognise that there are several variables 

and exceptions. Many commenters expressed some flexibility in their point of view, 

such that even if an individual was a firm believer that a cat should have access to 

the outdoors, there were exceptions. Likewise, there was recognition of examples of 

cats who would not adjust to being inside, such as ‘feral’ and barn cats. Figure 3.10 

shows those who favoured roaming as the ideal scenario more often explicitly stated 

the ‘it depends’ [on] caveat and recognised that this was not always possible and that 

the alternative could be acceptable.  

 

Figure 3.10. The ‘it depends [on]’ caveat provided by those favouring 
confinement versus roaming. 

 
Figure 3.10. Legend. The ‘it depends [on]’ caveat provided by those favouring 
confinement versus roaming (see Table 3.1 Section 3.3.1).  

 

3.5.4.1. It depends where you live. 

 

From the cat guardian/cat lovers’ point-of-view, the question of keeping a cat indoors 

was heavily influenced by living arrangements. Those living in apartment complexes 

cited that as the reason they keep their cat indoors. A handful of strong opinions 

expressed the notion that those whose living arrangements were not compatible with 
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safe roaming should not keep cats. A sub-comment responded to another user 

asking, 

‘Why would you move somewhere your cat can’t live to the fullest... I mean, if 
they are truly your best friend after all’ (GJ1101).  

Another wrote:  

‘If you do not live in an area that is capable of supporting that lifestyle. You do 
not deserve a cat.’ (GJ1102).  

However, at least one fifth of those who favoured roaming lifestyles recognised the 

alternative was permissible, if not ideal (see Figure 3.10). Some even indicated it was 

the only option under certain circumstances:  

‘Depends on where you live tbh [to be honest], in heavy urban cities I wouldn't 
want to try, we live sort of sub urban just outside of [the] city, very peaceful, 
they can roam and go where they want’ (GJ174).  

Others also cited extreme environments as the primary reason for keeping their cats 

indoors:  

‘Yeah, when you live out in the desert like I do, people don't even keep their 
dogs outside… So desert [sic] life, yeah, not safe for any animal to be honest. 
Least not any domesticated animal’ (GJ865).  

A few comments (7/496) indicated they believed cats were better off roaming only 

because they lived on a farm and believed their cats were happiest. Others believed 

that while companion animals should stay inside, they were not against farm cats:  

‘The only good outdoor cat is a farm cat, those are necessary. A pet cat 
Indoors only!!’ (GJ450).  

The above comment highlighted how cats (and other animals) are invariably defined 

and valued in relation to human utility. This anthropocentric framing of cats reflected 

human-centred values (Kopnina et al., 2018), such as wildlife protection or controlling 

rodent populations.  

 

3.5.4.2. It depends on the cat. 

 

There were comments that recognised that ‘what is best’ also depends on the cat 

themselves and how the cat was raised. Several comments warned of the problems 

associated with trying to make previously outdoor cats live permanently inside, 

saying things such as, ‘They are going to fight you tooth and nail to get outdoors 

again’ (GJ994). Independent of previous circumstances, some recognised that the 

desire to go outside can be down to unique personalities:  
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‘This can depend on the cat as well. Some cats just don’t want to be outside 
for long. I’ve always given my cats the opportunity to go outside’ (GJ1093).  

This latter comment suggested a guardian who is responsive to their cats' individual 

needs, rather than the paternalistic approach to guardianship.  

 

3.5.4.3. The cat’s choice!  

 

Indicated preferences that cats should be allowed to roam whenever possible were 

often coupled with a claim that their cats made the choice themselves (code as ‘cat 

refused to stay in’ Figure 3.9).  

‘My cats are free spirits. They HATE finding the window closed or [the] pet 
door blocked. They get that frantic look in their eyes’ (GJ220).  

In contrast to the unyielding opinions about whether cats should be confined for their 

own safety, or granted the freedom to roam as they pleased, several discourses 

recognised cats as individuals with unique needs.  

‘My cats were strays, and were born outside, and I couldn't bring them inside 
even if I wanted to. I tried to bring them inside a couple times, but they flipped 
out!, Jumping off the walls and hiding for hours’ (GJ72). 

 

Examples also emerged where particular cats had insisted on going outside despite 

the guardian’s wishes to confine them for their own safety. After talking about their 

current indoor-only cat, one commenter wrote:  

‘Our last [cat] was supposed to come inside but he was feral enough that we 
just couldn't keep him inside’ (GJ175).  

Another wrote: 

 ‘I had every intention on keeping both my new cats indoor only when I got 
them but from day one it seemed all they ever wanted was to go outside’ 
(GJ167).  

Former ‘stray’ and barn cats were often recognised as not adapting well to living 

indoors:  

‘Both my cats are rescued and grew up surrounded by other stray cats that 
were outside. When we adopted them, they REFUSED to stay in. They 
constantly sat at the door, clawed our carpets to shreds and ran out at any 
chance. We finally gave them the option to roam indoor and out’ (GJ676). 

 

The case-studies examined in Chapters 7 and 8 also include examples of cats who 

successfully asserted their desire to roam. This says that some cats are not happy 
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being confined, and are able to communicate that, or to simply challenge and defy 

attempts to be kept inside. The response of either persisting with or abandoning 

attempts to confine a cat also says something about how authoritative or responsive 

a guardian is to their cat’s needs. Parenting styles within the context of human-child 

relations have been defined as variations within two dimensions, namely 

Demandingness and Responsiveness (see Figure 3.1). The former is authoritative 

and driven by parental and societal expectations, and the latter more supportive and 

led by the child’s needs (Baumrind et al., 2010). Similar ‘parenting’ styles may also 

underpin how much a guardian will respond to a cat who is showing signs of distress 

– either doubling down on indoor enrichment and behavioural intervention, or 

reluctantly agreeing they can go out. The notion of ‘pet parenting’ styles is explored 

further in Section 3.6, after examining the influences of national norms.   

 

3.5.5. National norms. 
 

A big factor in the indoor-outdoor debate is that it depends upon the area, the nature 

of the local ecosystems and potential dangers. Commenters generally recognised 

this and frequently used the prefix ‘it depends on where you live,’ to accompany a 

justification for their point of view in relation to ‘where I live.’ This was oftentimes 

meant to point out the difference between cities and the countryside, or an apartment 

block versus a farmhouse (as discussed in Section 3.5.4). However, comments 

lamenting the dangers posed to cats by wild animals were invariably from the US or 

Australia. Those identifiable as UK residents most often deemed the British 

countryside as relatively safe and idyllic. However, while parts of the US are rife with 

predators (Grubbs & Krausman, 2009; Kays et al., 2015), the relative risk in the UK 

may be much higher than imagined by commenters. In the UK, residents seem 

largely oblivious to any dangers from wild predators such as foxes. For example, 

common phrases from those identifiable as being from the UK were ‘we obviously 

don't have some of the major outside risks here’ (SBM118) and ‘my country is just a 

lot safer than others’ (GJ927). Foreman-Worsley et al. (2021) also reported national 

variations regarding perceived dangers, with UK guardians being more concerned 

with hazards related to human activity (including traffic and poisoning) and less so 

regarding wild animals. 
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There are also national norms in terms of how cats should be treated, and 

differences in attitudes and husbandry have been noted by other studies. In Europe 

the majority of cats are let outside to roam freely, but cats in the US are more likely to 

be confined (Dabritz et al., 2006; Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016; 

Kasbaoui, 2016; Patronek et al., 1997; Rochlitz, 2005; Sandøe et al., 2017). Hall et 

al. (2016) reported respondents from mainland USA were most likely to keep their 

cats solely indoors (66%), but fewer than 10% of New Zealand or UK owners 

confined their cats. In another US-based study, one-third of cats were reported as 

being kept exclusively indoors (Dabritz et al., 2006). In Australia and Hawaii, partial 

confinement is more popular, with cats having access to the outside during the 

daytime, however, significantly more cats were kept inside in the larger city of 

Sydney than Wollongong (Hall et al., 2016). National and geographic differences 

were also observed in the comment sections, and although my sample size was 

insufficient to make quantitative assertions, these same trends were reflected in 

survey responses. 

 

Figure 3.11. Graph showing percentages of survey respondents 
agreeing/disagreeing with the statement that ‘cats should be kept 
permanently indoors (or only allowed outside on a lead or in an enclosed 
space)’ by country. 

 
Figure 3.11. Legend. Graph showing percentages of survey respondents 
agreeing/disagreeing with the statement that ‘cats should be kept permanently 
indoors (or only allowed outside on a lead or in an enclosed space)’ overall 
(grey bar) or by country (see key on right). 

 

Most respondents in my survey believed cats should not be permanently kept in an 

enclosed space, but this was heavily biased by UK respondents (Figure 3.11). 
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However, those living in the USA and Australia were more likely to agree cats should 

be confined. A US respondent provided three reasons as justification for agreeing 

that cats should be confined:  

‘We have a responsibility to our pets, our wildlife, and our communities’ (S47).  
And another US resident writes from their experience as a veterinary assistant about 

the many dangers that outdoor cats face:  

‘I have seen too many cats that have been poisoned, hit by cars, suffered from 
the elements, or have been mistreated by cruel people’ (S47).  

Obviously, a veterinary professional will be more exposed to negative outcomes and 

possible dangers. However, as many testified, the risks are real.   

 

3.5.5.1. Roaming in the UK.  

 

Galaxy Jackson’s show ‘My Cat from Hell’ is filmed in the USA and broadcast via the 

US network, Animal Planet. His perspective on the ‘indoor-outdoor debate’ is 

grounded in his experience of American cat guardians and neighbourhoods. 

However, viewers are from all over the world, and many felt compelled to point out 

the American-centric nature of the video (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1), and how it was 

different where they lived. 

 

‘In the uk all cats are outdoor cats unless they are sick’ (GJ534). 
 

Indeed, in the UK the confinement of cats is still a somewhat unusual practice 

(Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016). This is something that was 

reflected throughout the discourses, for example a typical comment read,  

‘I’m from the UK and the idea of having an indoor cat is bizarre to me! Here 
cats go out when they like and come home for sleep, cuddles and food’ 
(GJ312).  

This is especially true for people from more rural areas, typified by comments such 

as,  

‘It’s very unusual to have an indoor cat if you live in the countryside’ (GJ1112).  

Shelter adoption policies also differ between the UK and the USA, something which 

was pointed out in several of the comments:  
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‘Lots of cat rescue places in the UK refuse to let you adopt cats if they don't 
have access to the outdoors, so if you want an indoor cat, it [is] more difficult’ 
(GJ84).  

This is not entirely true, although UK rehoming policies often favour homes where 

cats, especially young cats, can roam safely. Cats Protection (CP) will rehome cats 

for indoor-only living arrangements, but only older cats who are not used to roaming 

or have health issues that require they stay inside (CP, n.d.). The RSPCA took a 

similar stance, which recognised that cats could adapt to indoor life and that this can 

sometimes be the best option, especially for older cats or those with disabilities and 

medical issues (RSPCA, n.d.). 

 

Several studies have demonstrated that UK residents are reluctant to accept 

confinement as a solution to cat predation (Crowley et al., 2019; McDonald et al., 

2015; Thomas et al., 2012), and many comments appeared not to have even 

considered confine as a possibility. In response to a comment from someone sharing 

a story about their indoor cats, a sub-comment from the UK retorted,  

‘Cats are independent creatures, either accept they may kill wildlife and give 
them freedom or don't have them’ (DMUKa46).  

While many cat guardians begrudgingly accepted their cat’s predation habits to 

varying degrees, some were more conflicted. This reflects the UK cat guardian 

perspective that Crowley et al. (2020a) dubbed the ‘Tolerant Guardian’ – someone 

who believed outdoor access is important for cats but disliked their hunting habits. A 

commentor responding to the BBC article said that they would not get another cat 

after their current cat died and no longer supported the breeding or selling of cats as 

‘pets.’ This commenter wrote that they would be ‘happier with birds in the garden’ but 

concluded by saying ‘I will be upset when he dies though' (BBC359). What is 

apparent from these and similar comments, is that they are not entertaining the 

possibility that cats might be able to adjust to different lifestyles that do not involve 

roaming. Conversely, US cat guardians seemed to accept confinement more readily 

as a feasible and ethical solution to reduce predation and to keep their cats safe.  

 

3.5.5.2. Indoors in the US. 

 

It’s not safe out there!!  And ‘think of the birds!’  
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The trend in the US is not so surprising, given that US residents are increasingly 

being advised to confine their cats and to never to allow kittens outside. The Humane 

Society of the United States (HSUS), the American Veterinary Medicine Association 

(AVMA), and People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) all advocate that 

cats should be confined. The message being promoted in the US is predominantly 

that confinement is ‘what’s best for cats’ (Palmer & Sandøe, 2014, p. 135).14 

Veterinarians in the US are encouraged to ‘educate clients and the public about the 

dangers associated with allowing cats free roam access to the outdoors’ (AVMA, 

n.d., p. np). The American Association of Feline Practitioners (AAFP, 2007, p. np) 

took the same position and listed ‘Vehicles, Attacks from other animals, Human 

cruelty, Poisons, Traps, and Diseases’ as reasons to encourage guardians to keep 

their cats confined. PETA has a page entitled ‘Why All Cats Should Be Indoor Cats’ 

(PETA, 2022), which was first published in 2010 and described the ‘miserable’ lives 

cats face outdoors.   

 

Another influencing factor might be that the American Bird Conservancy and the 

Wildlife Society also advocate for confinement of companion cats in urban and 

suburban areas (ABD, 2011; Hall et al., 2016; The Wildlife Society, 2006). In their 

book, Cat Wars: The Devastating Consequences of a Cuddly Killer, Marra and 

Santella (2016) explained how US conservations and bird advocates led the way in 

promoting indoor-only cats as an option. Several comments expressed indignation at 

Jackson Galaxy for not even mentioning birds as a reason for keeping cats confined 

(explored further in Chapter 4). 

 

3.6. Different ‘parenting’ styles. 
 

3.6.1. Fur-babies versus free agents: pet parenting and 
shaming. 

 

 
14 While acknowledging that confinement is good for some cats in some circumstances, these authors 
argued that confinement should not be routine on the grounds that confinement is universally ‘what’s 
good for cats.’ 
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Clear differences emerged in how people related to their cats. Examples existed of 

cats who somehow acquired a human friend, and the relationship was more of a 

mutually agreed friendship. When cats are treated as free agents who come and go 

as they please, this type of ‘parenting’ might be considered ‘Uninvolved’ (Figure 3.1). 

Other discourses reflected possible ‘pet-parenting’ styles that were more involved. 

The notion that cats needed discipline was less prevalent. However, how cats were 

talked about ranged from them being likened to small children who needed constant 

protection, to teenagers who required more freedom, regardless of how much anxiety 

that might cause the guardian. One commenter responded to the statement ‘cats are 

happier outside’ with the following retort:  

‘Hey why don’t you just put your toddler outside too, they’re happier and who 
cares how safe they are!’ (GJ825).  

The idea that cats should be likened to older children or teenagers, and granted 

some freedom, was reflected in the following comment:  

‘If I let my children live inside to keep them save from "evil people", "disease", 
and "cars", people would call me cruel’ (GJ230).  

Arguably, when applied to human minors, the age of the children would dictate the 

level of ‘cruelty’ accusations. Furthermore, there are vastly differing opinions and 

accepted norms regarding how much freedom parents should grant their human 

children and at what age, which is partly influenced by socioeconomic status and 

ideas about gender (Soori & Bhopal, 2002). Furthermore, a large multinational study 

found the risks perceived by parents regarding various dangers young children might 

encounter were often under- or overestimated (Vincenten et al., 2005). On the one 

hand, overprotective parenting styles can stifle child development or quality of life 

and cause anxiety (Vincenten et al., 2005). On the other hand, too much freedom 

might expose them to unacceptable risks.  

 

Although a central argument in favour of allowing cats freedom to roam is their ‘wild 

nature,’ not everyone viewed them as either wild or independent:  
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‘They do not seem at all fit for life in the wild; Compared to any wild feline they 
have small paws and small jaws with relatively small body. They cannot even 
handle full outdoor life in a suburb, they are one bite for the average dog’ 
(SBM45).  

The above comment seemed to be acknowledging that cats are a domesticated 

species and as such depended upon humans for care and protection, much like 

dependent children and unlike wild cat species. Another comment said of cats:  

‘They don’t understand it isn’t best for them. We cannot project our own 
emotions about “freedom” and nature onto them’ (GJ861).  

To which a sub-commenter retorted:  

‘You are being incredibly patronizing. A cat is not a toy. It’s an independent 
living being. And it’s not a baby either. A grown up cat, who is used to 
outdoors knows perfectly well what it’s doing’ (GJ862).  

Interestingly this last comment used the term ‘it’ which is language indicative of 

objectification rather than recognition of a sentient being (Adams, 1990, p. 46). This 

seems contrary to the intended sentiment the comment appears to be expressing 

and is likely linguistic social conditioning. This is problematic because, as Wyckoff 

(2015, p. 534) observed, ‘objectifying language does seem to enable objectifying 

treatment.’ For example, referring to someone as ‘the dairy cow’ can be prerequisite 

for objectifying treatment, whereas ‘it’ may simply reflect legal and linguistic 

conventions. Wyckoff (2015, p. 534) pointed out that ‘our linguistic practices 

recognize the subjectivity of the animals in question, but our legal practices tend to 

link them with animals whose subjectivity is not recognized in our linguistic 

conventions.’ Thus, people often do not hesitate to use terms such as ‘owner’ when 

talking about a companion animal, even when that individual is recognised as a 

beloved family member. Thus, the above comment is likely using ‘it’ in the same way 

one might use the neutral pronoun ‘they’ for a human whose gender is unknown. In 

fact, the ‘it’ pronoun is frequently used by pro-cat commenters (evidenced by many of 

the quotes shown throughout this thesis).  

 

Other comments defended their cat’s agency by pointing out that they are not 

helpless dependents:  

‘My cats are also very smart it seems as they don't just sit in the middle of a 
road waiting to get run over’ (GJ927).  

Wilson et al. (2017) reported that rural locations in the UK were associated with 

higher odds of a cat being involved in a traffic-related accident than towns, cities, or 
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suburban locations, and most a risk were cats living next to a long straight section of 

road. This could be because city traffic is generally slower and drivers more attuned 

to pedestrian crossings and children. It could also be that city cats learn to avoid 

cars. A study demonstrated that for every one-year increase in age the odds of a 

given cat being involved in a road accident decreased by 16% (Rochlitz, 2003). This 

suggested that cats learn to be more traffic-savvy as they get older and wiser. 

Indeed, the traffic savvy of neighbourhood cats is something one comment also 

brought up:  

‘I live in suburbia, and we have lots of roaming cats. Surprisingly, I see very 
few squashed cats in the road’ (SBM162).  

Some pointed out their cats were afraid of traffic and stayed away from roads, 

explaining, ‘They never go far and they don't go near the road’ (GJ131). In a study 

examining risk-taking behaviours in cats, Loyd et al. (2013) found that 45% of cats 

crossed a road during the monitoring period. Several comments boasted of their cat's 

road-sense:  

‘He comes home before traffic starts and if he doesn’t [sic] make it home 
before 0630 he comes home at 0900 when rush hour ends, meaning that he's 
waiting patiently somewhere for cars to stop being a threat’ (GJ551). 

 

However, that some guardians want their cats to be dependent are evident in 

comments such as: 

‘I've taught my little one to walk on the lead.  But he’s now no longer the little 
snuggle bunny he use[d] to be because he's just obsessed with wanting to go 
outside’ (GJ251).  

This comment suggested the guardian was aware that their cat wants to go out, or 

required more stimulation, but was ignoring the cats’ agency because they wanted 

something different from the relationship. Discourses such as this supported the 

notion of companion animals as ‘fur babies’ to be infantized and even substitutes for 

small human children (Greenebaum, 2004; Owens & Grauerholz, 2019; Volsche, 

2018). Guardians often used narratives akin to the parent-child bond to describe their 

relationship with a companion animal (Owens & Grauerholz, 2019). However, there 

are many different approaches to raising a human child, and different ideas about 

what constitutes good or bad parenting (Vincenten et al., 2005).  
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Van Herwijnen et al., (2018) analysed dog-guardian parenting styles and found 

similarities to the four human-child parenting styles (permissive, authoritative, 

authoritarian, and uninvolved/neglectful) (see Figure 3.1). The authoritarian-

correction (AUC) style is characterised by the use of training aids to correct 

unwanted canine behaviour, the authoritative-intrinsic (AUI) style focuses on the 

dogs’ needs and emotions, and the authoritative-training (AUT) style emphasises 

teaching over obedience training (Van Herwijnen et al., 2018). These canine 

parenting-styles emerged in part from how the dogs were viewed as either 

humanised family members or subordinates who needed strict guidance (van 

Herwijnen et al., 2020). Similarly, cat-directed parenting styles might also be 

determined in part by how the cats are perceived as vulnerable dependents or free 

agents. Permissive parenting is the opposite of Authoritarian, with Permissive 

parents wanting to be their child’s best friend, and Uninvolved/Neglectful parenting 

style (Figure 3.1) takes the ‘hands off’ approach (Sanvictores; & Mendez., 2022). 

These two styles arguably define the prominent approaches to cat guardianship 

evidenced by many of the comments. However, the increased interest in cat training 

(Bradshaw & Ellis, 2017), may lead to more ‘dog-orientated’ styles of ‘cat parenting.’ 

Certainly, further study of cat-parenting styles is warranted to unpack and determine 

how different styles might impact the wellbeing adult cats and the development of 

kittens. 

 

That human personality affects the nature of care provided to dependants has been 

well-established in the parent-child relationship (Prinzie et al., 2004, 2009). Taking 

cat guardianship as an exemplar, Finka et al. (2019) used the Big Five Inventory 

(BFI) to assess Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Neuroticism and 

Openness in cat guardians and extended the theory of ‘pet parenting’ styles. 

Neuroticism was associated with a decreased likelihood of guardians permitting their 

cats to roam unaccompanied, and higher extraversion scores were associated with 

the opposite trend (Finka et al., 2019). Conscientiousness was associated with the 

cat displaying more gregarious behavioural styles (Finka et al., 2019), which perhaps 

explains why some people described cats as being aloof and others as being loving 

and playful. Caretakers of free-living or neighbourhood cats often do not perceive 

themselves as cat guardians, despite their heavy investment in a particular cat or 
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cats’ welfare (Zito et al., 2015). Similar sentiments emerged in my analysis (see 

‘Nobody owns a cat!’ Section 3.4.2), where comments told stories of how a cat just 

showed up one day and now eats their food and sleeps on their sofa. 

 

3.6.2. Pride and denial of hunting prowess. 
 

Cat predation is a problem for those who prioritise their cats’ wellbeing but have 

concerns about wildlife predation. In their study on cat guardians in the UK, Crowley 

et al. (2020a) identified five distinctive perspectives: (1) Concerned Protectors, who 

focused on cat safety, (2) Freedom Defenders, who prioritized cat independence and 

opposed any restrictions on behaviour, (3) Tolerant Guardians, who believed outdoor 

access is important for cats but disliked their hunting, (4) Conscientious Caretakers, 

who felt some responsibility for managing their cats’ hunting, and (5) Laissez- faire 

Landlords, who were largely unaware of the issues surrounding roaming and hunting 

behaviour. 

 

My analysis coded 80 comments that shared stories or attitudes from cat guardians 

related to their cats’ hunting prowess (Table 3.4). These were sub-divided into three 

categories, namely 1) ‘rather they didn’t,’ which was a begrudging acceptance of 

hunting behaviours, akin to the Crowley et al. (2020a) definition of ‘Tolerant 

Guardians,’ 2) a denial of their cats’ hunting, and 3) a certain pride in their cats’ 

hunting prowess (Table 3.4).  

 

Table 3.4. Guardian attitudes towards their cats’ predation habits. 
 

Sub-category Count  
1) Rather they didn’t 14 18% 
2) Not my cat 22 28% 
3) Pride 44 55% 

 

3.6.2.1 Rather they didn’t! 

 

Although wildlife predation was cited by many as a reason to keep cats confined (see 

Chapter 4), for others this aspect of their behaviour was viewed as a regrettable part 
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of having a roaming companion cat. Amongst advocates for roaming cats, hunting 

and killing was more often accepted, or ignored as an unfortunate state-of-affairs. 

Commenting on cats in general, one survey respondent wrote, ‘I don't like the hunting 

aspect’ (S13), and another said:  

‘[One] Downside [of keeping cats] are the "presents" [of] dead rats to live small 
birds, live snakes, dead rabbits, dead pigeons and many different 
rodents’(BBC354).  

These ambiguous feelings towards the feline species, where they are simultaneously 

loved for their ‘cat-like’ activities (hunting) but disfavoured for the outcome of that 

activity (the death of small animals), was not uncommon. However, for many cat 

guardians this was secondary to their cat’s wellbeing and their belief that cats have a 

right to enjoy their freedom. 

 

3.6.2.2. Not my cat (denial of hunting prowess). 

 

While some cats may have a devastating effect on local wildlife, not all cats are 

prolific hunters, and research by Moseby et al. (2015) suggested a targeted approach 

to curtailing the hunting of specific individuals would be more effective. Many cat 

guardians seemed convinced they know their cat’s hunting habits, sometimes 

because they have obvious handicaps such as injury or old age, other times because 

they are deemed lazy or incompetent. For example:  

‘My Susan won't even kill a spider ... she's not a fat lazy cat either ... she just 
appears to lack the killer instinct lol’ (DMAUb68).  

Another said: 

‘the only way my two Siamese boys would catch a bird is if it flew into their 
mouths..!! mine are completely disinterested in any wildlife...and they can 
come and go as they please. AND I feed the birds AND squirrels in my 
garden’ (DMUKb177).  

 

While several comments justified the continuation of their cat’s enjoyment of the 

outdoors by pointing out that the cat catches little or no prey, these anecdotal 

accounts and observations may not be an accurate reflection of actual hunting 

activity. McDonald et al. (2015) reported no correlation between the observed and cat 

guardian-predicted prey-return rates among individual predatory cats. From a 

conservationist perspective, the species of a cat’s preferred prey is relevant, and 

although less common today, barn/working cats are still used to keep rodent 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 124 of 445 

 

populations under control. One comment told how their now elderly male was taught 

as a kitten how to hunt:  

‘he was taught as a kitten not to hunt certain wildlife (no birds, no frogs, only 
certain lizards….’ (GJ2906).  

Unfortunately, the comment did not reveal how this cat was taught. However, while 

the urge to stalk is instinctual, successful hunting is a learned behaviour typically led 

by their mother during the first few months of life (Bateson, 2000; Brown & Bradshaw, 

2013). Furthermore, so-called ‘bird specialists’ (cats that do hunt and kill birds) are a 

minority (Dickman & Newsome, 2015). In theory, kittens who are not taught to hunt 

by an experienced older cat during their formative years are less likely to catch prey 

on a regular basis.  

 

3.6.2.3. Proud of their hunting prowess. 

 

Not everyone downplayed their cats hunting behaviours, and some comments 

expressed pride or amusement of their cats hunting prowess:  

‘My cats don't kill birds. They like to grab them out of the air and bat them 
around for a while, but they don't bite them and they let them go. Mice are not 
as lucky’ (DMUKa62). 

Some viewed their cat’s hunting as a sign of health and vitality:  

‘she is 16 years old and still hunts like she is a 3 year-old cat’ (GJ555).  

Another proud cat guardian boasted:  

‘He brought home a bat once. The wings were still intact, so we got em taped 
onto the fridge; his trophy in full glory, for all’ (GJ120).  

The notion that hunting behaviour is a prerequisite for a full and happy live is 

prevalent, even amongst indoor-only advocates who believed their cats are happy 

hunting toys and bugs. Arguably, at least for cats fed by humans, it is not the kill that 

is important to feline wellbeing, but the associated stalking and hunting behaviours. 

Adequate environmental enrichment can facilitate the expression of the species-

specific behaviours necessary for happy, healthy cats (Herron & Buffington, 2010; 

Kasbaoui, 2016; Rochlitz, 2005). However, ensuring adequate environmental 

enrichment means caring for indoor cats entails more work and the notion of a cat as 

a ‘low-maintenance companion animal’ (see Section 3.4) no-longer valid. 
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3.6.3. Cat guardian compromises. 
 

Throughout the comments there was the recognition that effective compromises 

existed that can reduce predation (see Chapter 6.6.2), increase outdoor safety, or 

enrich the lives of indoor-only cats (Table 3.5). The latter includes sufficient indoor 

enrichment and playtime/interactions, enclosed gardens, catios, supervised outdoor 

time, and leash walking. For example: 

‘My cats are indoor with supervised outdoor time. They can only go out with 
[me] or my husband and when we want. They all have been trained to come 
with a general kitty, kitty call or by their name’ (GJ156).  

The notion that the ideal scenario was for a cat to roam outside was often reflected in 

how their needs were accommodated to make confinement more enriching.  

‘We rescued a cat that was already declawed [sad face] he loves to be outside 
but we worry and want him healthy so we walk him or let him outside and sit 
outside to watch him and make sure he is ok’ (GJ24).  

In contrast to the stories of cats rebelling against confinement (see section 3.5.4), 

examples of previously outdoor cats adjusting to confinement were also not 

uncommon. For example, one wrote that their cat had ‘started out as an outdoor cat’ 

but after becoming Feline Immunodeficiency Virus (FIV) positive ‘she soon settled 

into her new [indoor] routine’ (GJ195). In responses to the Jackson Galaxy video, 

145 commented with suggestions for enriching the lives of indoor cats (Table 3.5). 

 

Table 3.5. Comments on enrichment for indoor cats. 
  Count % 

(n = 145) 

Leash walking 
Total comments 61 42% 
Positive experience 48/61  (79%) 
Negative 
experience 

13/61 (21%) 

Stroller (pram or pushchair for cats)  2 1% 

Catio/enclosed yard 
Total comments 40 28% 
Already have one 27/40  (68%) 
Plan/want one 13/40 (33%) 

Supervised outdoor time  14 10% 
Videos & windows  6 4% 
Toys & interactive time   25 17% 
 

A survey respondent from the UK wrote ‘I prefer dogs you can take them for walks’ 

(P2). However, particularly in the US, harness training cats is becoming increasingly 
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popular (Galaxy, 2021). Respondents to the Jackson Galaxy video shared stories 

about how their cats enjoyed going out for walks.  

‘I have taken my 17-year old boy outside regularly in a harness all his life. He 
meows at the door when he wants to go and we walk outside about 30 
minutes and when he’s done he walks to the door’ (GJ28).  

However, not all cats take to the harness and several comments shared stories of 

their failures:  

‘I tried to harness train my cat. She acted like I was trying to kill her’ (GJ207).  
While some insisted it is ‘easy’ to harness train cats, others recognised that it really 

depends on the cat, especially when they have had different results with different 

cats: 

‘Harness training was easy for our 1 cat. He loved it instantly. The other 
pancakes’ (GJ1045).15 

Pet strollers (enclosed buggies that cats sit in) were brought up in a couple of 

comments. Responding to the Jackson Galaxy video, a comment read:  

‘I'm surprised he didn't mention possibilities of a pet stroller too. I have one 
and man my cat loves going out in it for a walk with me and especially at night, 
sometimes, after 9 he jumps in it and meows at me, letting me know hey he 
wants to go outside’ (GJ261).  

The idea of walking a healthy cat in a contraption like those used for babies and 

small children, would probably only appeal to guardians who considered their cats 

akin to small children. However, it may also appeal to those dedicated to caring for or 

an elderly or disabled cat. Several comments described how their cat is only allowed 

outside when they are around to watch over them. Some said they have a securely 

enclosed garden that ensures the cat cannot wander off. One comment described 

their perfect situation:  

‘My apartment building is centered [US spelling] around a big open garden 
and it's cat paradise! Cats can roam around, play, hunt and discover, and be 
completely save [sic] from the outside world’ (GJ439).  

Apartment balconies can also be made into spaces where cats can safely hangout 

and enjoy the fresh air. Dubbed ‘catios’ these set-ups were advocated by Jackson 

Galaxy in his video (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1). In addition to comments describing 

their own set-up, some stated an intention to build something similar (Table 3.5).  

 

Cats were also reported as enjoying watching the world from the window:  

 
15 When a cat drops to the floor with legs splayed out and refuses to move.  
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‘My cat got plenty of stimulation from watching birds & squirrels while 
"lounging" on the back of couches beside windows, & sitting at front & side 
doors.’ (GJ247).  

In addition to an emphasis on sufficient enrichment in the form of toys and 

interactions, some comments suggested tablets with bird or fish displays. One 

commenter said, 

‘YouTube has some great videos of wild birds that he will watch for hours’ 
(GJ304). 

Another wrote, 

‘In addition, I had plenty of toys and balls for her to stalk & chase, a DVD of 
birds, squirrels, etc., catnip, & she even got into watching some zombie 
screensavers!’ (GJ427).  

 

Comments such as the ones presented here suggest that many guardians do 

recognise the importance of enrichment for indoor cats. The concern that cats might 

become bored or overweight can be countered by adequate enrichment and 

interactions (Herron & Buffington, 2010). Furthermore, a study of cat guardians 

demonstrated that those who were Splayed with more often, and/or provided 

stimulative environments for their cats, reported fewer behavioural problems 

(Strickler & Shull, 2014). However, a study of Portuguese households with indoor 

cats found a general lack of knowledge regarding the benefits of feline environmental 

enrichment, and that the time-consuming implementation of certain measures 

deterred some guardians from implementing them (Alho et al., 2016). Similarly, a 

study of Australian households found the needs of many indoor cats were not being 

adequately met, leading the authors to conclude better education was needed to 

avoid health and behavioural issues (Lawson et al., 2020). In the US there has been 

a conscious effort by veterinarian and animal welfare organisations to educate 

guardians on how to best provide for their indoor cats (AAFP, 2011), and this 

seemed to be reflected in the comments identifiable as being from the US.   

 

3.7. Conclusions. 
  

This chapter set out to examine discourses surrounding the ‘indoor-outdoor cat’ 

debate within the context of cat welfare and guardian responsibilities. Discourses 

from US residents were more likely to cite the dangers posed by wild animals, while 
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UK residents tended to portray the UK as being relatively safe for cats. However, the 

notion that cats in the UK are safe from predators is not backed up by any rigorous 

studies measuring the relative risk. Consistent with previous studies (Dabritz et al., 

2006; Foreman-Worsley et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2016), discourses supporting indoor-

only cats were more common in the US versus the UK. However, the underlying 

acceptance of the practice may originate from bird enthusiasts and conservationists 

in the US who first proposed and campaigned for this option (Marra & Santella, 

2016). Furthermore, endorsement for keeping cats indoors comes from professional 

societies in the US, such as the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), 

the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), and the American Association of 

Feline Practitioners (AAFP), as well as the People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals (PETA). This may underpin the increased popularity of indoor-only cats in 

the US and the subsequent embracement of enrichment measure, such as catios, 

strollers, and leash walking. However, many cat guardians were adamant that cats 

need their freedom and should not be confined. 

 

The comments and survey responses demonstrated how generalisations are made 

about cats, ranging from aloofness, independence, playfulness, and 

affectionateness. Fixed ideas about ‘cat nature’ are arguably influenced by human 

personality. Finka et al. (2019) reported that conscientiousness was a human trait 

that negatively correlated with reports of cats displaying anxiousness, aggression, 

aloofness, or avoidance, suggesting human personality may either effect cat-human 

interactions or the human’s perception of cat behaviours. Examples emerged here 

where individual cats changed their human’s perception of cats, and sometimes even 

their guardian’s behaviour. A limitation of the comment and survey analyses is that 

they do not engage directly with cats. However, the data suggested cats vary 

considerably in their hunting prowess, traffic savviness, and general streetwiseness, 

as well as personality and temperament. Some guardians insisted their cat preferred 

to be indoors, while others despaired at failed attempts to keep their cat happy 

inside. Human perceptions of their cat’s personality and the intersubjectivity of cat-

human relationships is explored further in Chapters 7 and 8 by examining in-depth 

case studies.  
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The question of whether cat guardians are morally obligated to protect their feline 

companions or to respect their agency to roam depends upon where cats are 

perceived on a spectrum from child-like dependents to fully adult persons. However, 

cat personality can be subjectively measured (Gartner et al., 2014; Litchfield et al., 

2017; Mikkola et al., 2021), and different cats may prefer different lifestyles (explored 

further in Chapter 8). Human personality may also link into the different attitudes and 

opinions regarding feline guardianship. Neuroticism has been associated with a 

decreased likelihood of guardians permitting their cats to roam unaccompanied and 

higher Extraversion scores associated with the opposite trend (Finka et al., 2019). My 

study revealed that guardian perceptions of companion animal cats can be broadly 

grouped as comparable to 1) a child-like dependent, 2) a teenager who needs some 

guidance, or 3) a free-agent who should be permitted to come and go as they please.  

 

This chapter focused on concerns related to cat welfare and wellbeing and relations 

between cats and their human guardians. There will always be a level of risk involved 

with roaming cats. Discourses surrounding the indoor-outdoor from the cat welfare 

perspective, centre around how much risk is acceptable in relation to perceived 

benefits. However, we cannot ignore the potential (actual or imagined) dangers 

roaming cats may pose to wildlife. The next chapter explores discourses surrounding 

the issue of wildlife predation by cats and how these can be distorted by prejudice 

against cats and media hype.  
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4. A moral panic over roaming cats?  
 

Disclaimer: 
Data, interpretations, and segments of text from this chapter have been published as: 

K. Hill (2022). Feral and out of control: a moral panic over free-roaming cats? in 

Anthrozoology Studies: Animal Life and Human Culture, edited by I. Frasin, G. Bodi, 

S. Bulei, C. D. Vasiliu. Romania: Presa Universitară Clujeană. pp. 123-157. 

 

4.1. Preface. 
 

Lynn et al. (2019) suggested academics are misrepresenting roaming cats by 

framing them as a global threat to biodiversity, rather than a localised threat to 

specific ecosystems. A moral panic is a phenomenon whereby something or 

someone is framed as ‘transgressive’ (the ‘folk devils’) and a threat to the moral 

values of a given group (Cohen, 2011). The subsequent reactions are 

disproportionate to any real threat, and this is escalated by emotive journalistic 

pieces. By examining the comments related to cat predation, I assess how well the 

data fits a moral panic framework. This chapter demonstrates how information is 

often processed through a ‘local lens,’ meaning that UK residents will read a report 

specific to cat populations on fragile ecosystem, for example, and apply elements of 

that to discussions centred around their neighbourhood cats. The discourses 

examined here flowed between conservationists, the media, and the public, and 

reflect the confused and convoluted ways people think about cats. I conclude that 

moral panic theory is a useful framework to examine media representation and 

discourses surrounding roaming cats. However, rather than a single moral panic 

whereby cats and/or ‘irresponsible’ guardians are being framed as the villains, there 

appears to be a secondary, reactionary panic over cats becoming victims of mass 

culls. 
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4.2. Introduction. 
 

4.2.1. The feline threat to biodiversity.  
 

Research has demonstrated how cats (Felis catus) can be a threat to endemic 

species, especially in Australasia and islandic ecosystems. Cats have been linked to 

63 extinctions (40 bird, 21 mammals, and two reptile species) and pose a risk to 

many threatened and endangered vertebrates (Bellard et al., 2016; Doherty et al., 

2016). Although the impacts of non-native animal species on endemic wildlife appear 

most severe on islandic ecosystems that lack natural predators (Medina et al., 2011, 

2016), cats have been implicated in species decline in continental Australasia 

(Dickman, 2009) and the USA too (Loss & Marra, 2017; Marra & Santella, 2016). In 

several continental regions domestic cat densities far exceed those of their native 

counterparts, potentially outcompeting African or European wildcat species for 

resources or interbreeding with them (Beutel et al., 2017; Loss & Marra, 2017). Loss 

and Marra (2017, p. 502) processed experimental data from multiple studies on the 

effect predation had on mainland vertebrate populations and concluded that ‘the 

domestic cat is among the most ubiquitous and environmentally damaging invasive 

predators on Earth.’ However, others argue that cats are not a conservation problem 

everywhere and the reality is much more nuanced (Lynn et al., 2019; Lynn & 

Santiago-Ávila, 2022; Turner, 2022). It is beyond the scope of my thesis to determine 

the extent to which predation by cats impacts global ecosystems, and it is not my 

intention to argue for or against the validity of the scientific data or any claims derived 

from those findings. This chapter is concerned with how that information is framed, 

distributed, engaged with, and ultimately how these discourses impact upon cat-

human relations. 

 

Regarding the predative impact of cats on wildlife, Lynn et al. (2019) accused 

conservationists of creating what might be considered a ‘moral panic over cats.’ 

Moral panics involve interactions between the media, public opinion, and the 

authorities. The media also plays a central role in defining the boundaries of 

classifications such as ‘feral’ or ‘pest’ that render groups of free-living animals more 

killable (Hill et al., 2022; Sutton & Taylor, 2019). This is something I explore further in 
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Chapter 5. Here I focus on discourses responding to media coverage of roaming and 

free-living cats and analyse how they influence attitudes and discourses surrounding 

roaming cats. I apply a ‘moral panic’ framework to several themes that emerged from 

my analysis, focusing on those that pertained primarily to urban cats.  

 

4.2.2. Morals, Folk Devils, and Panics: Theories of moral 
panics. 

 

A ‘moral panic’ describes a phenomenon whereby something or someone is framed 

as ‘transgressive’ and a threat to moral values, and the subsequent reactions that are 

disproportionate to any real threat (Cohen, 2011). The first academic reference to 

what might be considered a moral panic comes from the scholarship of Jock Young, 

whose doctoral thesis explored a phenomenon whereby the relatively benign use of 

marijuana by Notting Hill (London, UK) residents in the late 1960s attracted 

disproportionate negative attention from the media (discussed by Young, 2009, 

2011).16 Young (1971, p. 37) described how the media created the ‘moral panic over 

drug taking’ that resulted in the establishment of ‘police drug squads, which in turn 

produces an increase in drug related arrests.’ Stanley Cohen advanced the 

sociological theory of a ‘moral panic’ in his book ‘Folk Devils and Moral Panics’ 

(Cohen, 1972). A moral panic was originally defined by Cohen as: 

‘A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined 
as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized 
and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are 
manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; 
socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; ways of 
coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the condition then disappears, 
submerges or deteriorates and becomes more visible’ (Cohen, 1972, p. 1) 

 

Cohen examined how the British public reacted to the rivalry between the ‘mod’ and 

‘rocker’ youth subcultures of the 1960s and 1970s as portrayed through the popular 

media (Cohen, 1972). Essentially, media reports on deviant behaviour constructed a 

narrative that created a villain (the folk devil). In the case of the mods and rockers, 

media coverage of fighting between the two groups in seaside towns during the 

 
16 I was unable to access Jock Young’s original PhD thesis but do reference his later scholarship, 
where he discusses his doctoral research.  
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Spring of 1964 sparked a panic about the ‘out-of-control youth’ of Britain. In his 

analysis of the fights that broke out, Cohen (1972) concluded that they were no 

different from pub brawls or fights that broke between groups of youths after football 

games. However, the media portrayal and usage of sensationalist terminology turned 

the mod subculture into a symbol of delinquency that negatively reflected the ‘state of 

youth’ across the country (Cohen, 1972, p. 59). Thus, a moral panic is a 

sensationalist, over-reaction to an issue that appears to relate to dominant notions of 

morality. Furthermore, it incites a reaction that is disproportionate to the real threat 

and may even create the phenomenon itself (i.e., no threat existed prior to the 

reaction). During Easter, 1965, an overreaction on behalf of the police in Brighton, 

UK, led to over 110 arrests, ‘the vast majority of them for offenses directly or 

indirectly provoked by police activity’ (Cohen, 1972, p. 97).  

 

The moral panic is generally considered to proceed via a series of events: the 

warning (media), impact (deviance), inventory, and (public) reaction (Cohen, 2011). 

Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994, p. 49) described five key features of a moral panic 

that proceed in chronological order: concern, hostility, consensus, disproportionality, 

and volatility. Firstly, concern over something or someone is defined as a threat to 

values or common interests, typically ignited by media reporting on said event or 

phenomenon. Next comes hostility, based on the perpetrators being portrayed as 

easily recognisable ‘folk devils’ (a person or group depicted as deviant) by the media 

(Cohen, 2011). Consensus becomes unified and a negative social reaction quickly 

builds up. Disproportionality relates to how this response from authorities or opinion 

makers is exaggerated and biased. Finally, volatility, is a feature whereby the panic 

emerges suddenly, but can dissipate quickly too. Either the panic results in 

immediate social changes or recedes from public consciousness (Goode & Ben-

Yehuda, 2017).  

 

Oft cited examples of moral panics include the horrific murder of two-year-old James 

Bulger by two 10-year-old boys in 1993, which led to widespread hysteria over the 

threat of violent juveniles (Cohen, 2011; Hay, 1995). Despite violent acts committed 

by children remaining rare, and with no evidence of increasing incidents, the 

shocking murder created the perception that this was a new and growing threat to the 
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safety of young children in the UK. During the murder trial ‘video nasties’ (overtly 

violent, low budget horror movies) became a new focus of concern with calls for 

stricter regulations (Luce, 2013). In the mid 1980s, US citizens grew increasingly 

convinced that the nation was in the grip of a drug plague and that dealers were 

hanging around school gates ready to entice pupils to become their new clients. The 

rhetoric of President Regan’s ‘War on Drugs’ was the catalyst behind the moral panic 

over drug pushers, which occurred despite records indicating a decline in usage of 

recreational drugs during the early 1980s (Hawdon, 2001). However, while textbook 

examples tend to be dramatic and have garnered nationwide attention, the fear and 

concern need not affect an entire society. Micro and meso-panics that are felt and 

acted on by smaller groups also qualify, and Goode (2017) pointed out that threats 

that generate substantial concern amongst the majority of the population are rare. 

Goode (2017, p. 149) suggested researchers should ask ‘Who fears the putative 

threat?’ ‘Who is concerned about it?’ and ‘What categories or social circles of the 

society react to it?’ because panics may break out in some communities but not 

others. This is something I considered when analysing the data collected for this 

thesis because those who are indifferent to roaming cats will be less likely to 

contribute to the discourses.  

 

4.2.2.1. Phases and actants of moral panics. 

 

Initially, Cohen (1972, p. 24) described the stages of each incident (e.g., a mod 

versus rocker skirmish) within a moral panic phenomenon whereby ‘a warning is 

followed by an impact which is followed by a reaction.’ The impact (deviance) and 

reaction are circular, amplifying with each incidence reported in the media. While akin 

to the seven-stage sequential model used to describe the phases of a typical disaster 

(warning, threat, impact, inventory, rescue, remedy, and recovery), whereby the 

characteristic of each phase affects the next (Roberts & Ottens, 2005), a moral panic 

does not proceed with the same uniformity. Cohen (2011) explained the key 

difference between reactions to a disaster event and a moral panic is that the former 

responds to help victims and disaster occurs independently of reaction. Furthermore, 

‘while a single event can be meaningfully described in terms of the disaster analogue 

(warning–impact–reaction), each event can be seen as creating the potential for a 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 135 of 445 

 

reaction which, among other possible consequences, might cause further acts of 

deviance’ (Cohen, 2011, p. 18). Thus, a moral panic is a phenomenon comprised of 

a series of cyclic events with self-amplifying potential that may build up rapidly or 

more slowly over time (Figure 4.1.).  

 

Figure 4.1. Stages of a moral panic. 

 
Figure 4.1. Legend. Schematic of the irritative nature of moral panics and key 
elements. 

 

This chapter of my thesis assesses whether the discourses generated in response to 

articles related to roaming cats provide evidence of a moral panic. Furthermore, I 

explore how a moral panic framework can provide insight into how media reporting 

impacts cat-human relations and discourses surrounding roaming cats. A moral panic 

is comprised of actors or institutions labelled as deviant (the folk devil), the ‘moral 

entrepreneurs who do the active labelling, the state (the political apparatus, civil 

service, police and magistracy/judiciary), the media and the mysterious court of 

public opinion’ (Rowe, 2009, p. 25). Folk devils are socially constructed to provoke 

fear, they are negative caricatures that create fear, incite prejudice, and are often 

racist (Ben-Yehuda, 2017; Werbner, 2013). Folk devils are invariably invoked by the 

media (Stage 1, Figure 4.1) to generate public concern (Stage 2). My initial 

hypothesis assumed that cats would be framed as the folk devils in a moral panic 

over roaming cats, based on the assertions of Lynn et al. (2019). However, I 

remained open to the possibility of other players, such as ‘irresponsible’ cat 
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guardians, being proffered as the folk devils. Furthermore, I entertained the 

possibility that the accusations that conservationists and the media are creating a 

moral panic over roaming cats might be unfounded.  

 

4.2.2.2. What is not a moral panic? 

 

Rowe (2009) pointed to multiple examples of how the term ‘moral panic’ has been 

used since entering the popular lexicon, many of which only loosely resemble the 

phenomena described above. For example, ‘moral panic’ was used extensively in 

commentaries related to the Sydney (Australia) anti-Muslim Riots of December 2005 

(Lattas, 2007; Rowe, 2009). The term was invoked to both explain how the riots were 

driven by an unfounded fear of Muslim men attacking Caucasian women and to 

playdown or negate fears of rising racist ideologies. However, neither a ‘moral panic 

over Muslim men’ nor a ‘moral panic over racists’ proved sufficient to explain the 

events leading up, to or following on from the riots (Lattas, 2007). Furthermore, the 

term ‘moral panic’ was used by commentators from both the political left and the right 

to claim what the other was saying was untrue, rather than acknowledge the social 

complexities of how moral panics are formed (Lattas, 2007). Rowe (2009, p. 23) 

explained how the term ‘moral panic’ reached the status of ‘catchphrase or cliché’ 

and is frequently deployed outside of academia to ‘to play down levels of threat and 

negative consequence, and to present anxieties, whether justified or not, as 

exaggerated and overblown.’ However, as Cohen (2011, p. vii) stresses ‘calling 

something a moral panic does not imply that this something does not exist or 

happened at all and that reaction is based on fantasy, hysteria, delusion and illusion 

or being duped by the powerful.’ Indeed, Lynn et al. (2019) did not deny that cats can 

be a threat to endemic wildlife, nor were they attempting to negate claims that cats 

are an environmental concern within many ecological niches.  

 

Similarly, I did not set out to challenge conservationist research that measures the 

impact of predation by cats within a given ecosystem. However, taken out of context 

these data can create the perception that all cats everywhere are a scourge on the 

planet and that all companion cats should be confined to the home. To reiterate, my 

thesis examines a generalised moral panic over roaming cats and does not attempt 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 137 of 445 

 

to challenge specific cases where roaming cats are posing a threat to endangered 

wildlife. 

 

4.3. Emergent themes related to wildlife predation. 
 

4.3.1. Coding the Group 2 (‘wildlife’) comments.  
 

My methodological approach was inductive (see Chapter 2) and moral panic theory 

was subsequently applied as an analytical framework to understand emergent 

themes. Namely, how conservationist concerns over cat predation are being used to 

confabulate unrelated concerns about urban cats. I first performed a thematic 

discourse analysis on the 2476 comments and sub-comments responding to news 

articles about roaming cat predation, a magazine articles, and a YouTube video 

about the pros and cons of allowing companion animal cats to roam freely (see 

Chapter 2.3.3). A full explanation of the coding methodology and a description of 

first-level coding is given in Chapter 2.3. Briefly, the comments were first divided into 

three groups: 1) Cat, 2) Wildlife, and 3) Neighbourhood (see Figure 2.3). This chapter 

focuses on the second group, to which 367 comments related to the impact of cats 

on wildlife were assigned.  

 

The Group 2 comments included discourses opposed to roaming cats as well as 

those defending the cats right to roam or exist as free-living animals. Table 4.1. 

shows the codes and sub-codes that emerged from my analysis, together with counts 

from each source. Examples of comments for each code can be found in Appendix 

A3.2. In-text references to comments are denoted by the source (GJ, SBM, etc.,) and 

a chronologically assigned number corresponding to the order in which they were 

written (see Chapter 2.3.3.4 for a comprehensive description of how the Excel 

worksheets were constructed). Comments were coded to a given group by assigning 

a ‘1’ to the respective column (Figure 4.2). This allowed easy retrieval of all 

comments assigned that code, cross referencing to other codes and subcodes, and 

ready correction of those later deemed as having been miss-assigned (due to the 

evolving definitions of categories and the ambiguous nature of some comments). 

Final counts for comments assigned to the various codes are given in Table 4.1.  



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 138 of 445 

 

 

Figure 4.2. Coding the Group 2 Comments. 

 
Figure 4.2. Legend. An example Excel worksheet showing how the 
comments were sorted and coding prior to and concurrent with thematic 
analysis.  

 

Table 4.1. Counts of coding of Category 2 comments. 

Coding GJ SBM DM 
UKa BBC DM 

AU 
DM 
UKb CBC Total 

Total 41 26 14 143 53 68 22 367 
‘Yes’ (answering headline) - - - 15 - - - 15 
Debating impact on wildlife  36 12 7 28 9 19 4 115 
Cats ‘murder’ for fun 2 4 0 7 1 6 2 22 
Nature/cats are wildlife 1 0 1 5 11 13 2 33 
Let the cats be!  2 1 3 9 11 14 3 43 
Lethal control is necessary 0 1 0 74 5 1 2 83 
TNR (trap-neuter-release) 0 6 0 6 0 0 4 16 
Anger at humans 0 3 6 39 7 13 3 71 
Invasive discourse/non-
native 

9 4 0 34 17 15 6 85 

‘Our’ wildlife 0 0 0 5 7 2 0 14 
Wildlife more important 1 0 0 30 3 6 4 44 
Scottish wildcats 0 0 0 6 0 2 0 8 
Confine cats to save wildlife 36 6 6 8 4 9 3 72 
 

Comments that were coded as ‘Debating impact on wildlife’ engaged in some way 

with the notion that cats have a devastating impact on wildlife populations. A 

common theme was the idea that ‘Cats “murder” for fun’ as was the opposite view 
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that ‘cats are wildlife’ and they only kill because it is their nature as carnivores. 

Comments defending free-living cats and their right to exist were coded as ‘let cats 

be’ and included outrage at the idea of killing cats. These were sometimes directed at 

proposals to cull specific feline populations, and other times represented a panicked 

response to a misinterpreted conclusion that all cats would be targeted by 

conservationists. Other codes included ‘Lethal control is necessary’ which represents 

the view that killing cats is sometimes acceptable and discourses related to trap-

neuter-release (TNR) were coded (whether for or against this approach). Some of 

these related more to caring for community cats (see Chapter 6) than an ecological 

solution to reduce free-living cat populations. The BBC comments were given an 

additional coding (‘Yes’) which were for short comments responding affirmatively to 

the headline ‘Should cats be culled to stop extinctions?’ Comments were also coded 

for ‘invasive’ and ‘non-native’ discourses, notions of ‘Our wildlife,’ and the belief that 

‘Wildlife is more important’ than cat lives. There were also comments coded for their 

expression of anger, or frustration at humans for proposing to kill cats while 

destroying the planet in various ways. There was a prominent belief that companion 

cats should be confined for the sake of wildlife (‘confine cats to save wildlife’), and 

the additional code ‘Scottish wildcats’ was included due to multiple comments 

referring specifically to the threat roaming cats have on European wildcat (Felis 

silvestris) populations (Table 4.1).  

 

4.3.2. Coding the survey part B. 
 

Emerging themes from the discourse analysis of the comments were then used to 

design a qualitative survey, which subsequently fed back into the same analytical 

pipeline (Chapter 2.3.4). The same Group 2 (‘wildlife’) codes (see above, Table 4.1) 

were applied to qualitative responses to survey questions S1Q1, S1Q4, S2Q2, 

S3Q5, S3Q6, and S4Q4 (Appendix A4.2.2). These asked respondents to explain how 

they felt about a series of images of a cat in a garden (S1Q1), street cats being fed 

(S1Q4), and a cat sat on a car (S2Q2). The optional spaces provided in conjunction 

with S3Q5, S3Q6, and S4Q4 allowed respondents to expound upon their thoughts on 

trap-neuter-release (TNR) initiatives, conservationist practices of culling cat 

populations, and free-living cats in general.   
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Excel worksheets were organised in a similar fashion to those used for the comment 

data (see above, Figure 4.2). However, for the survey data, open-ended responses 

could be cross referenced to other responses and demographic data from that 

participant (see Appendix A4.2.3 for demographic questions and A4.3 for 

demographical data related to the survey). A key difference between the sub-codes 

from the comment analysis and survey analysis is that the latter would have been 

influenced more directly by the questions. For example, the coding for ‘TNR’ (trap-

neuter-release), ‘wildlife more important,’ and ‘lethal control is necessary’ were 

derived from directed questions and selectable responses in the survey (S3Q5, 

S3Q6). Question S3Q6a asked ‘How do you feel about the killing of cats as a method 

to control feral cat populations?’ and provided five options to choose from: 1) 

Acceptable in areas overrun by unowned cat populations, 2) Acceptable only when 

endangered wildlife needs protecting, 3) Not acceptable when there are alternatives 

(even if these are less effective), 4) Never acceptable, or 5) No opinion (see 

Appendix A4.2.3 for the survey in full, including layout). Survey respondents are 

referenced in text as ‘S’ (for survey) or ‘P’ (for pilot survey) and a number assigned to 

each individual respondent, e.g., S1.    

 

Table 4.2. Counts of coding from Group 2 responses from the survey 
Code Comment Total  
TNR (S3Q5) Opinions solicited from all survey 

respondents  
75/75 
(100%) 

Wildlife more important (S3Q6a) Asked: How do you  
feel the killing of cats as a method to control 
feral cat populations? 
• Selected option: ‘Acceptable only when 

endangered wildlife needs protecting’ (14) 
• Additional comments that indicated wild 

animals should be prioritised (6) 

20/75 
(27%) 
 
 
 
 

Lethal control is 
necessary  

(S3Q6a) Asked: How do you feel the killing of 
cats as a method to control feral cat 
populations? 
• Option: ‘Never acceptable’ (34) 
• Option: ‘No opinion’ (2) 
• Remainder: (34+2) – 75 = 39 

39/75 
(52%) 

Debating the impact on 
wildlife from cats 

All 7 comments state they believe cats have a 
negative impact on wild species 

7/75 
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Redirected anger at 
humans 

(Using same coding criteria as for the 
comment analysis, Table 4.1, Appendix 
A3.2) 

8/75 

Keep cats indoors for the 
sake of wildlife 

As above  2/75 

Invasive discourse/ 
domestic/non-native 

As above 4/75 

'Its nature'/cats are 
wildlife/natural behaviour 

As above 15/75 
(20%) 

Let cats be/not a major 
problem/as much right to 
live 

As above 10/75 

Cats ‘murder’ for fun As above 0/75 
 

Within these thematic groups are a plethora of different perspectives representing 

different ways people relate to cats and engage with conservationist rhetoric. 

Discussions surrounding proposals to kill cat populations were particularly heated. 

However, the boundaries between conservation discourse and disagreement over 

neighbourhood cats were intertwined and often confused. The emergent themes 

might be examined in several different ways, including how conservationist discourse 

is received and engaged with by the public. However, I chose moral panic theory as 

a framework to examine how roaming cats might be victims of media-fuelled over-

simplifications and generalisations about the impact they have on local wildlife.  

 

4.4. A moral panic over cats? 
 

4.4.1. The problem with cuddly killers. 
 

From a conservationist perspective, a ‘problem’ with cats is that people tend to be 

passionate about the species – more so than when non-companion animal species 

are implicated as threats to endangered species. On 29 January 2013, The New 

York Times ran a story with the headline ‘That Cuddly Killer is Deadlier Than You 

Think’ (Angier, 2013) that discussed the findings of a peer-reviewed paper about the 

impact of roaming cats on wildlife in North America (Loss et al., 2013). The online 

version of the New York Times article received over 1691 comments and ‘ignited a 

firestorm’ that received more attention than any other story, including a commentary 

on the War in Afghanistan and global poverty (Marra & Santella, 2016, p. 69). Within 
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the first 24 hours, over 300 international news outlets picked up the story, and ‘cat 

lovers and bird lovers – already at odds – finally had a public spotlight for debate’ 

(Marra & Santella, 2016, p. 69). The comments responding to the New York Times 

article (Angier, 2013) were polarising, with some in favour of leash laws for cats, 

others calling for the killing of unowned cats over neuter-release programmes, and 

others insisting cats should be free to wander (Marra & Santella, 2016, pp. 69–71). A 

similar phenomenon was observed in my datasets, and the themes that emerged 

from my analysis can be identified in the New York Times comments as well as in 

response to more recently published news articles. However, I remained focused on 

the sources originally selected (Chapter 2.3.3), which represent a finite period 

between 2018 and 2020. A polarisation of pro- and anti-cat comments was 

particularly prominent in response to the BBC article ‘Should cats be culled to stop 

extinctions?’ (Source 4, Appendix A2.2.4) Indeed 29 comments (7%) were removed 

by moderators of the BBC site for breaching the platform’s rules of conduct. 

Furthermore, most of the comments focused on cats and failed to acknowledge the 

‘invasive’ rat and pig species included in the original study (Holmes et al., 2019) and 

mentioned in the BBC article (Source 4, Appendix A2.2.4). 

 

Even when predation by cats does not affect wildlife populations at the species level, 

some urban residents take offence at wildlife killings and ‘nuisance’ behaviours such 

as defecation and entering private gardens (Dabritz et al., 2006; Lord, 2008; Loyd & 

Hernandez, 2012; Sandøe et al., 2018). For anyone who does not like roaming cats, 

conservationist literature, if not fully unpacked, could provide fodder to fuel an 

inherent bias. Lynn et al. (2019) stressed that the reality is more nuanced than simply 

stating that all roaming cats are a threat to biodiversity and claimed that out of 

context the conservation literature is generating an unwarranted moral panic over 

cats.  

 

4.4.2. Cats as a global threat? 
 

In the introduction to this chapter, I summarised the research on the environmental 

impact cats can have on some ecosystems. Several scholars have argued the extent 

to which cats are global threat (e.g. Loss & Marra, 2017; Lynn et al., 2019; Lynn & 
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Santiago-Ávila, 2022; Marra & Santella, 2016; Turner, 2022). However, it is outside 

the scope of this thesis to evaluate this beyond asserting that not all cats everywhere 

are a threat to local wildlife populations. I set out to evaluate the concern expressed 

by Lynn et al. (2019) that conservationists and the media are creating a moral panic 

over cats. I first noted to what extent the discourses indicate that cats are perceived 

by the public as a global environmental problem. There was no short supply of 

comments objecting to Jackson Galaxy’s video (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1) for not 

including the reduction of wildlife predation as a reason to keep cats indoors. 

Jackson Galaxy’s focus was on the cat welfare as the primary reason to keep cats 

indoors when not supervised (e.g., leash walking or an outdoor enclosure), rather 

than the negative impact roaming cats might have on the environment. Those 

reacting to Jackson Galaxy’s omission of wildlife predation as a reason for keeping 

cats inside often cited cats as being an invasive species: 

‘… outdoor cats are and [sic] invasive species that kills millions of native 
species a day, and [that] has been the direct cause of dozens of extinctions, 
possibly even hundreds if not thousands’ (GJ671). 

Many of the comments were clearly influenced by conservationist discourses 

operating within a paradigm of human exceptionalism and domination over all other 

species. For example, comments such as ‘Conservationists have research[ed] on 

how damaging house cats are to the environment’ (GJ1023) are not atypical. While 

some were speaking from areas where roaming cats do negatively impact wildlife 

populations (based on qualifiers such as ‘where I live in Australia…’), others spoke of 

cats in general being a global threat to all wildlife everywhere. Amongst those 

opposed to roaming cats, and those who see free-living cats as problematic from an 

ecological viewpoint, there is little evidence of nuance regarding the local 

environment. This is in stark contrast to the discussion on keeping companion cats 

inside for their safety or permitting them to roam for their wellbeing (Chapter 3), 

which did recognise location as being a key variable.   

 

4.4.3. The potential role of social media in creating or 
exacerbating moral panics over roaming cats. 

 

For Cohen, Young, and contemporaries, writing in the 1970s and 1980s, moral 

panics were primarily media events with journalists, newspapers, and broadcasters 
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playing a central role in identifying deviant behaviour and inciting concern (Stage 1 in 

Figure 4.1). However, how people engage with media sources has changed 

considerably during the digital age. The first change was the way in which media was 

consumed. Over the last two decades an increasing number of people around the 

world have been consuming news online, either from the digital outlets of established 

newspapers, new, digital-born news websites, or social media (Banaji & Cammaerts, 

2015; Kalogeropoulos et al., 2019). The second change is increased interactivity and 

changes in the power-dynamics of producers and consumers of news. My thesis 

examined discourses that took place in the form of user comments, which are a 

specific type of interpersonal public online communication. Many online news outlets 

facilitate commenting, enabling readers to engage in a public discussion of current 

events (Stroud et al., 2014). Ksiazek et al. (2016) made a distinction between user-

content interactivity, whereby responses are directed to the original content, and 

user-user interactivity, a mode of interaction involving two or more users responding 

to each other. Within my datasets both forms can be found, sometimes with large 

threads of sub-comments responding to each other. While the comments I examined 

provided an insight into the public concern or ‘panic’ phase (Stage 2, Figure 4.1), 

there is also evidence that they are contributing to the panic. For example, comments 

sharing stories of neighbourhood cats killing garden birds or defecating on lawns only 

fuelled the anti-cat sentiment. Conversely, some comments claimed they shoot any 

cat they catch on their property, or that they believed all roaming cats should be 

confined or killed. Arguably, much of these types of comments were trolling, but the 

outraged responses indicated that there was a growing fear that cats were being 

persecuted.  

 

Although digital platforms, and especially social media have undoubtedly 

reconfigured the environment wherein panics occur, Walsh (2020) acknowledged 

that an understanding of the role social media plays in moral panic theory remains 

scattered and fragmentary at best. Prior to social media, journalists were primarily 

responsible for constructing folk devils. Walsh and Hill (2022) explained how 

platforms such as Twitter blurred previously stable distinctions between the media, 

public, and moral entrepreneurs. Furthermore, social media provides fertile ground to 

generate emotional reactions and the outrage necessary for a moral panic to 
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manifest (Kramer et al., 2014). Rather than exposing users to a diversity of opinions 

and perspectives, social media platforms tend to produce ‘filter bubbles’ (Pariser, 

2011) and ‘information silos’ that pander to a narrow set of ideologies (McIntyre, 

2018). Walsh (2020, p. 845) argued that networks of individuals sharing common 

interests, inflammatory content is readily mobilised to generate ‘animosity towards 

common enemies and transform uneasy concern into full-blown panic.’ However, 

censorship of the comments in my dataset were minimal and not detectably biased 

towards pro- or anti-cat sentiments. Therefore, the comments responding to news 

articles examined here represented a clash of responses drawn from different social 

groups who may or may not be influenced by a social media bubble. But what draws 

commenters to the news articles? With the potential to generate income from 

advertisement placements, based on the number of visitors to a given site, ‘click-bait’ 

has proliferated. Click-bait is content that is deliberately sensationalised and often 

accompanied by a misleading headline, written for the purpose of luring visitors to the 

page. Indeed, despite originating from a respected news brand, the BBC article 

(Source 4, Appendix A2.2.4) falls under the definition of click bait. 

 

4.4.4. Angry birders and wildlife NGOs. 
 

Walsh and Hill (2022) demonstrated how social media changed the power-dynamics 

and enabled users to promote vernacular discourse and perspectives, giving a voice 

to populist, anti-elite discourse. In their case-study, Walsh and Hill (2022, p.17) found 

professional broadcasters and political experts were being attacked for promoting 

migration and supposedly ‘jeopardizing the nation’s identity and interests.’ 

Essentially, those previously associated with the roles of moral entrepreneurs – ‘the 

political apparatus, civil service, police and magistracy/judiciary’ (Rowe, 2009, p. 25) 

– were dubbed as folk devils (Walsh & Hill, 2022). While the comments and survey 

responses examined here do not have the same potential as Tweets to go viral, they 

do reflect the influences of bird protection NGOs who might loosely fit the criteria of 

‘moral entrepreneurs.’ Certainly, large wildlife NGOs have some power to influence 

discourses via their membership and authority as experts. The role of national bird 

protection organisations in the dissemination of information is evident in comments 

that quote or link to their statements. Several unrelated comments from three 
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different comment sections, none of which are about issues with cats in the UK, 

referenced the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) webpage. This UK-

based organisation acknowledges that cats do kill birds, but stresses there is no 

evidence that they are responsible for declining bird populations (RSPB, n.d.) The 

RSPB’s position reflects research that suggests cat predation does not impact upon 

population numbers in the UK (Pavisse et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2012). As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the notion that cats need to roam was more prominent 

amongst people living in the UK. While further studies would need to be designed to 

empirically test this assertion, the comments suggested that those identifiable as UK 

residents seemed more ready to defend cats against accusations of bird species 

declines or point to other causes. For example, saying: ‘intensive farming and the 

overuse of pesticides is what is doing the birds in’ (BBC76) or ‘Cars kill far more 

[birds]’ (DMAU10). 

 

In urban and peri-urban areas of the UK, Felis catus is the most abundant carnivore 

(Sims et al., 2008). Furthermore, because cats receive supplementary food their 

presence correlates with high human density rather than prey density (Sims et al., 

2008). This is a cause for concern (and research), and moral panics are rooted in 

real threats or concerns. However, a moral panic distorts and feeds pre-existing 

animosity or prejudice (see Werbner, 2013). Even if predation does not have a 

negative impact on the species, the fact remains that many roaming cats do kill 

wildlife. Especially when it comes to birds, killing is an aspect of cat behaviour many 

people, including cat-lovers, find less endearing (this study; Crowley et al., 2019; 

Thomas et al., 2012; Woods et al., 2003). Essentially, many cat guardians do not like 

that their cats kill but accept it with varying degrees of distaste or choose to overlook 

this aspect of their cat’s behaviour (see Chapter 3.6.2; Crowley et al., 2020a). This 

ambiguity toward predation is especially poignant regarding the killing of birds. 

Several comments stated their cat wore a collar with a bell specifically to prevent bird 

predation, but far less concern was shown regarding rodents. A distaste for bird 

predation or an empathy towards the deaths of individual wild animals could make a 

person more susceptible to the notion that all free roaming cats are an ecological 

problem. Amongst the comments anecdotal accounts of local cats killing garden birds 
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were prominent, accompanied by varying degrees of sadness or outrage. For 

example: 

‘Last spring I watched a clutch of baby robins disappear from the garden. All 
our neighbours have cats so they didn’t stand a chance. This year no robins. 
Very sad’ (BBC99). 

While it might indeed be sad, and certainly for the birds it is, the above comment is 

not relevant to the article it is responding to (about predation of endangered wildlife). 

However, the negative effects caused by cats in some ecological contexts are 

regularly confused with examples of predation on ‘desirable’ (but non-endangered) 

urban wildlife species – namely the birds that humans enjoy watching (such as 

robins). This is evidence of an ensuing moral panic and an example of how a 

genuine ecological concern over cats predating on wildlife is being used by bird 

lovers to frame roaming cats as deviant (discussed further in Section 4.5.2).  

 

As previously discussed, (Section 4.4.2), the location of other commenters and the 

original article were often overlooked, and this was especially prominent when it 

came to predation of birds. For example, in response to preceding comments that 

were referring to bird predation in North America, a sub-comment argued that ‘cats 

actually aren't causing declines in bird populations’ (GJ142). This comment went on 

to justify their assertion by writing ‘If you look at the RSPB (who presumably care) 

they say cats mainly catch sick and injured birds which wouldn't make it anyway’ 

(GJ142). The RSPB is an organisation primarily concerned with birds in the UK, and 

the commenter seems oblivious to the previous posts being about cat predation in 

North America. In another thread, which had already diverted the conversation away 

from the impact of cats on islandic ecosystems to companion cats in Britain, a 

comment wrote that cats ‘kill 275 million animals (of which 55 million are birds) a year 

in the UK’ (BBC15). The figures quoted derive from an extrapolation based on a 

study commissioned by the Mammal Society (Woods et al., 2003), and are widely 

cited on various bird enthusiast websites and blogs (as evidenced by Internet 

searches using the quotes in the comments). However, large numbers alone do not 

necessarily equate to a concern at the population level, and any ecological impact 

needs be considered within the context of other variables such as predator-prey 

relations (Palmer, 2022). In response to comment BBC15, a sub-comment pointed 

out ‘the RSPB do not see cats as a particular problem, as they realise cats only really 
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get the sick, weak birds that would fall prey to corvids & birds of prey species 

anyway!’ (BBC72). This is yet another example of the original context being 

overlooked and the fact that RSPB speak only for cat predation within the UK is not 

being fully acknowledged within the discourses. It is also an example of the role the 

RSPB may play in downplaying any concern about cat predation in the UK.  

 

The discourse surrounding roaming cats in the US is very different and there is a 

prominent belief that ‘Domestic cats are an invasive species in the USA’ (GJ131). In 

relation to the topic of roaming cats in the US, the following comment is not 

uncommon: ‘Pet cats kill over 2 billion birds in the US every year!’ (GJ110). Rather 

than being solely led by the media, the difference in attitudes could in part be 

explained by how the two major bird advocacy societies in the UK and the US, the 

RSPB and the National Audubon Society, respectively, address the issue of bird 

predation by cats. In their book, The Devastating Consequences of a Cuddly Killer, 

Peter Marra and Chris Santella (2016) provided multiple examples of the negative 

impact roaming cats have in North America. The book gave a historical account of 

research demonstrating how bird declines correlated with roaming cat populations 

and actions taken by the National Audubon Society to promote the confinement of 

companion cats (Marra & Santella, 2016). In contrast, the authors pointed out that 

‘the English are inclined to let their cats roam outdoors, and even the RSPB has an 

article posted on its website stating that free-ranging cats are not causing a problem 

and that their impacts represent compensatory mortality’ (Marra & Santella, 2016, p. 

58). Marra and Santella (2016, p.141) called out the RSPB for ‘appeasing a cat-

loving nation’ by avoiding the issue of cat predation and sharing biased data. Based 

on a study of researchers and NGO affiliates, Palmer (2022) challenged the 

accusation by Marra and Stantella (and others) that NGOs such as the RSPB were 

guilty of science denialism regarding cat predation in the UK. Factors shaping NGO’s 

issue creation do include grafting onto existing debates and public pressure, but 

unlike in the US, there was not the same ‘sides’ (cat versus bird lovers) to drive 

forward a ‘cat war’ in the UK (Palmer, 2022, p. 219). However, the ecological effects 

of cat predation cannot be readily translated between North America and Britain, and 

while NGOs may shy away from looking ‘too closely,’ Palmer (2022, p. 211) they are 

not guilty of ignoring scientific evidence. UK birds evolved alongside wild-cat species 
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and are arguably better adapted to accommodate Felis catus within their 

ecosystems, and the data on the effects of predation remains ambiguous (reviewed 

by Palmer, 2022). Palmer (2022, p. 219) concluded by emphasising ‘the UK’s cat 

debate highlights the need to attend to local cultures, practices, and ecologies rather 

than assuming that issues will translate across contexts.’ However, as demonstrated 

by my data, these distinctions are not being made amongst members of the public 

who engage with online comment sections.  

 

The notion that cats need to roam is more prevalent in the UK (Crowley et al., 2019; 

McDonald et al., 2015; Thomas et al., 2012). Although limited by incomplete 

demographic data associated with all the comments, this trend seems to be reflected 

in my datasets too (see Chapter 3). Thus, a reluctant acceptance of ‘it’s just what 

cats do’ was more pronounced amongst comments identifiable as being from the UK 

(Chapter 3), and the RSPB’s assurance that cats are not a threat was deployed in 

defence of roaming cats (discussed above). However, while cat guardians in the UK 

often quoted the RSPB’s stance in defence of their cat’s right to roam, British bird 

enthusiasts were more critical. The very first comment below the BBC article jumped 

in with, ‘Interesting one for Chris Packham to answer: does he join the call for the 

culling of cats and risk the wrath of the RSPB's members?’ (BBC1). Chris Packham 

is an English naturalist and well-known BBC presenter of nature-related TV shows, 

with a special interest in birds. He is also vice president of the RSPB, which made 

the following statement on its webpage: ‘Despite the large numbers of birds killed by 

cats in gardens, there is no clear scientific evidence that such mortality is causing 

bird populations to decline’ (RSPB, n.d., p. np). However, not everyone in the 

comments believes this. The comment sections seemed to echo the voices of 

several birdwatchers, some of whom spoke in almost conspiratorial terms regarding 

the RSPB stance on cat-mediated bird predation:  

‘If the RSPB is not in favour of culling cats that is because they hope not to 
offend potential members from among cat owners. They know the horrible 
"pet" animals destroy millions of wild birds and animals annually’ (BBC70).  

Another commenter from the UK wrote, ‘Only selfish people who don't care about 

wildlife own cats’ (DMAU105). This sentiment expressed a lack of consideration that 

cats might be valued as individuals, not objects ‘owned’ by selfish humans who do 

not care for wildlife. It also suggests sides are being taken in a growing animosity 
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between UK bird enthusiasts and cat lovers, even if not to the same degree as in the 

US. The RSPB appears to be countering a moral panic over roaming cats to some 

extent. However, the accusations of the RSPB pandering to a cat-loving public 

suggest an undercurrent that may be fuelled by social media platforms and within 

bird-watching communities.  

 

4.5. Feline folk devils. 
 

4.5.1. Framing more-than-human animals as transgressors. 
 

Their lack of agency within the realms of human politics and media reporting renders 

other-than-human animals easy targets from which to construct folk devils (the group 

identified as deviant or a threat in a moral panic). Human exceptionalism is the belief 

that humans have more right to exist in any given location than other species. 

Furthermore, humans seem prepared to coexist with other species only so long as 

those animal others conform to human ideas of acceptability. Other-than-human 

animals who threaten, inconvenience, or displease humans in some way are rarely 

tolerated. Jarzebowska (2021) studied how media and social media representations 

of New York City rats are integrated into narratives that conform to widespread 

stereotypes about the species. The main determinant regarding whether rats were 

presented positively or negatively seemed to be the presence or absence of humans, 

with positive connotations reserved for rodents not shown to engage in direct human 

contact (Jarzebowska, 2021). In contrast to rats, who have a long history of being 

villainised (Jerolmack, 2008; Schuurman & Dirke, 2020), ‘non-threatening’ wild 

animals who inhabit urban spaces tend to be tolerated or welcomed (Blanc, 2020). 

That is, until they transgress human acceptability in some way. Using the fox as an 

example, Palmer (2003, p. 52) explained how these animals transgressed ‘widely 

accepted Western [sic] human “rules” about purity and contamination’ by raiding 

rubbish bins and eating human food waste. Furthermore, the fox will kill domesticated 

animals (e.g., rabbits, chickens, and kittens) that humans have long-established 

power relations with.  
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The cat, as a species, is less easy to frame as a folk devil, in part due to their liminal 

status as not entirely wild nor completely tame (Crowley et al., 2020b). The 

convoluted and contradictory ways humans think about cats was evident throughout 

my datasets, rendering any conceptualisation of a moral panic over roaming cats less 

than straightforward. There was no shortage of anti-cat sentiments within my 

datasets. In response to the BBC article one comment read, ‘Cats are the only pet 

that can do what they like with no come back, damage other gardens, kill wildlife, 

exert extreme cruelty on small animals, defecate on lawns, veg patches etc’ 

(BBC166). Another even called cats ‘a scourge on society’ explaining how ‘They kill 

thousands songbirds & other defenceless animals every year even though they do 

not need to do so’ (BBC256). That cats are described as evil, malicious creatures 

suggests they are taking on the persona of a folk devil. 

 

Several scholars have attempted to ‘bring in the animal’ to advance moral panic 

theory and understand human-animal conflicts in terms of animal deviance and 

victimhood (Cassidy & Mills, 2012; Groling, 2016; Howell & Taves, 2021; Mica, 2010; 

Yates et al., 2001). The phenomenon of urban fox attacks was described as a form of 

moral panic, which began with media reports of a suspected fox attack on 9-month-

old twins asleep in their East London bedroom in 2010 (Cassidy & Mills, 2012; 

Groling, 2016). Despite no increases in actual fox attacks, the menacing persona of 

the urban fox garnered nationwide attention (Cassidy & Mills, 2012; Groling, 2016). 

By becoming a potential threat to human safety, the urban fox transgressed a human 

defined boundary regarding how foxes ‘should’ behave (as benign garden visitors). 

Thus, an unrepresentative event led to widespread media reporting of the story 

because it tapped into ‘human fears concerning other species and the boundaries of 

human space’ (Cassidy & Mills, 2012, p. 18). As the parents were not present during 

the alleged fox attack, there was some doubt over how the children’s injuries 

occurred. Furthermore, experts stressed foxes entering a home was highly unusual 

behaviour. Nonetheless, the story was picked up by the media and the urban fox 

became a menace to be loathed and feared (Cassidy & Mills, 2012; Groling, 2016). 

An article published in The Daily Telegraph in 2010 read, ‘We have all seen them 

[foxes] trotting through the city in the dead of night as if they owned the place’ 

(Cassidy & Mills, 2012, p. 18), exemplifying a fear that these foxes were a 
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transgressive and threatening presence. Similarly, headlines about cats such as 

‘That Cuddly Killer is Deadlier Than You Think’ (Angier, 2013) and ‘Pet cats have a 

‘catastrophic impact' on local wildlife’ (Daily Mail, Source 6) function to reframe a 

beloved companion animal species as something to be concerned about. These and 

others similar headlines (see Appendix A2.1) are clear examples of the media 

creating a folk devil trope out of roaming cats.  

 

4.5.2. Villains or victims? ‘Leave my cats alone!’ 
 

Unlike the moral panic over urban foxes in the UK, which was confined to British 

towns and cities, any moral panic over roaming cats is geographically disconnected. 

Furthermore, the reporting on free-living cats lacks a clear message. Gow et al. 

(2022) performed an international media content analysis of almost 800 English-

language reports on issues related to roaming cats, including environmental impacts 

and welfare issues, and found gross oversimplifications of complex issues. In their 

content analysis of articles published between 1990 and 2018, Gow et al. (2022) 

found the popular press were predominantly presenting the viewpoints from animal 

welfare and animal rights groups when discussing viable cat management strategies. 

While this suggests the media are not entirely responsible for fuelling a moral panic 

over cats, the reactions to the media comments examined here indicate a growing 

polarisation of anti-cat and feline defenders.      

 

The way in which articles discussing the impact of cats on specific ecosystems were 

being used in discussions about neighbourhood cats does support the assertion that 

the media are creating a moral panic over roaming cats. My study found that 

individuals who dislike cats trespassing on their properties, or consider free-living 

cats as uncouth, tended to use conservationist reports to justify their bias and 

general dislike for cats. Attitudes may lead to actions and increasing anti-cat 

sentiments puts social pressure on cat guardians to confine their cats. Indeed, the 

fear that cats may be targeted seemed be a reaction (sub-comments) to a moral 

panic over roaming cats (comments about cats being an environmental catastrophe). 

Furthermore, the ‘panic’ appears to be shifting part of the blame for roaming cats to 

humans (as well as re-focusing from ecological concerns to nuisance behaviours). 
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Sometimes distain was expressed for both the cats and humans: ‘Thanks to my 

crazy cat woman neighbour my garden is full of cat c.r.a.p ......can't stand them’ 

(DMUKb243). Other times the blame was shifted to humans: ‘You have feral cats 

because of irresponsible pet owners’ (CBC44).  

 

In moral panics involving other-than-human animals, the folk devil (the group being 

labelled as deviant) is not always the other-than-human. Mica (2010) examined two 

cases of moral panics over free-living dog populations in Romania and Moldova. The 

first began in response to a 68-year-old Japanese businessman who died after being 

attacked by a dog in Bucharest in 2006. The latter occurred in response to the death 

of a 57-year-old man who was attacked by a pack of dogs in Chișinău in 2009. The 

Romanian case was like the previously mentioned moral panic over urban foxes, 

whereby the public reaction was a call for measures to eradicate the transgressive 

animal (or defend them). However, the Moldavian public opinion was much more 

concerned with the deviance of the city hall and local authorities in the matter of 

controlling roaming dogs (Mica, 2010). Both a human and other-than-human ‘deviant’ 

can also emerge within a single moral panic phenomenon. Sorenson & Matsuoka 

(2022) examined how media reporting of ‘fake’ service animals in North America 

induced anxieties about the increasing number of companion animals being called 

service animals and, together with their human, ‘invading’ public spaces. Several 

villains (or folk devils) emerged from the ‘fake service animals’ discourse, including 

both human and other-than-human. These included the humans who were disguising 

their untrained companion animals as service animals to ‘selfishly’ bring them into 

shops, restaurants, or travel. Reports included statements such as ‘ethically 

challenged human beings’ who were ‘faking disabilities in order to snag good parking 

spots, cut lines at theme parks, or just bring their dogs into restaurants’ (Sorenson & 

Matsuoka, 2022, p. 443). The bogus service animals were described as ‘vest-clad 

dogs barking, biting, peeing, jumping, and generally doing things that even a mildly 

trained dog wouldn’t do’ (Sorenson & Matsuoka, 2022, p. 443). Here the other-than-

human was being portrayed as transgressive, behaving in a manner deemed 

unacceptable for a companion animal (let alone a trained service animal).  
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As a species, Felis catus occupies this liminal space between a beloved companion 

animal and independent, sometimes wild-like creature. In addition to the pro- and 

anti- companion cat comments, there was also inconsistency regarding whether a cat 

was a domesticated animal, especially free-living cats. In response to the Daily Mail 

article featuring a large free-living cat, caught on camera carrying a goanna, a 

comment reads ‘Why is this frightening? A wild animal with its' prey in the desert?!’ 

(DMAU123). Is a cat a wild animal or a transgressive domesticated species? In their 

paper, Our Wild Companions: Domestic cats in the Anthropocene, Crowley et al. 

(2020b), discussed the complicated and multifaceted relationships between cats, 

humans, and the environment. This complex, ambiguous, and often confused 

thinking about cats was manifest in my datasets, with cats being adored, abhorred, 

and perceived as invasive, unnatural, wild, and wild-like (discussed further in Chapter 

5). Some viewed cats as lovable companions in need of our protection and others 

described them as villainous killers of wildlife. Discourses examined here label cats 

as invasive, feral, wild, wildlife, domesticated, and undomesticated. Cats were 

sometimes referred to as ‘murderers’ rather than hunters, reaffirming beliefs that cats 

are ‘evil’ or kill for fun. Other times they are the perceived victims of imagined culls 

with commenters saying, ‘leave my cats alone!’ (DMUKb346) and imagining 

‘conservationists’ might be coming after their companion cats after reading the BBC 

headline (Source 4; Appendix A2.2.4). Thus, there is the possibility that cats could be 

being reframed as the victims. The stock photo selected to accompany the headline 

‘Should cats be culled to stop Extinctions?’ showed a small cat with big eyes, 

features which might represent an intentional editorial decision to draw attention with 

a ‘cute’ feline representation (Ehrlich, 2016). However, despite the popular press 

favouring cat welfare voices in discourses about management of free-living cats 

(Gow et al., 2022), there is little evidence of the media framing the cat as the victim of 

‘evil’ conservationists. Nonetheless, there were many comments in my datasets that 

expressed despair at human destructiveness and anger that the answer was always 

more killing. Of the Group 2 comments (those related to cats and the environment), 

71/367 (19%) where coded as ‘Anger at humans’ (Table 4.1). These comments 

pointed out that ‘[cats] are not malicious or malevolent’ but that it is the human 

species who ‘pollutes, poisons, destroys, kills, etc with intent through greed and 

stupidity’ (BBC182). 
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Fear over extreme violence directed towards companion animals (e.g., cats) or 

leisure/sports animals (e.g., horses) can indeed become a source of moral panic. In 

2015, what was later described as a moral panic erupted over a the ‘Croydon Cat 

Killer’ who was believed to be a human who was viciously murdering and mutilating 

cats (Howell & Taves, 2021). While the ‘Croydon Cat Killer’ deaths are now believed 

to have been the result of road traffic fatalities and dismemberment by urban foxes, a 

moral panic over horse maiming in rural England during the early 1990s did appear 

to have human perpetrators. What qualified the latter as a moral panic was the 

reporting and public reaction (particularly amongst the equine community) was not 

the result of increased incidents (Yates et al., 2001). Incidences of attacks on horses 

and cattle were reported in previous decades to no lesser degrees, but the ones of 

the 1990s became highly publicised. In the case of the ‘horse ripper’ there was no 

one folk devil. Some looked to blame those they perceived as a threat to their rural 

way of life, namely ‘”New Age Travellers”, “Hunt Saboteurs”, “Eco-Warriors”, 

“Refugees” and “Asylum Seekers”’ (Yates et al., 2001, p. 10). Others feared the 

perpetrator could be someone they knew, a psychopath amidst their tightknit 

community, and hysteria led to talk of devil-worshiping cults infiltrating the 

countryside and sacrificing innocent animals (Yates et al., 2001). Basically, the 

‘villain’ becomes whoever the public or community fears, distrusts, or harbours 

prejudice against.   

 

4.5.3. The ‘War on Cats’ through local lenses.  
 

Several conservation solutions have been proposed and trialled, primarily in 

Australia, with the goal of reducing feral cat populations. By far the most controversial 

solution was announced in 2015, when the Australian Government implemented a 

high-profile public policy that proposed killing two million ‘feral’ cats by 2020 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2015). The policy focused on the recovery of 

threatened endemic species but was dubbed the ‘War on Feral Cats’ by the 

international media (Lynn, 2015). Cats, more than any other species targeted for 

population control, have garnered international attention (Marra & Santella, 2016). 

The headline ‘Should cats be culled to stop extinctions?’ evoked responses 
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addressing that question directly (simply writing ‘yes’), but many of these comments 

appear to have paid little attention to the content of the article. The BBC article 

summarised a peer-reviewed study reporting the detrimental effects of ‘invasive alien’ 

species, including Felis catus, on native insular species (Holmes et al., 2019). 

Although the BBC article discussed the issue of free-living cat populations on islands, 

the comments sections brought the debate onto the mainland and into the suburbs of 

the UK. Some comments expressed concern that lethal measures of population 

control would find their way to UK towns, threatening the safety of the local cats. 

Others seemed to wish similar cat-control measures would be enacted in the UK and 

elsewhere: ‘Never mind the remote islands, we need total cat eradication 

everywhere, including big cities where they slaughter our birdies by the million every 

year’ (BBC69). Thus, the moral panic over roaming cats is provoked by sensationalist 

headlines that do not reflect the content of articles and oversimplify the issue (Gow et 

al., 2022). The geographical context was not being engaged with in my datasets, and 

articles about the ecological damage caused by free-living cats appear to be 

contributing to an internationally disperse moral panic over roaming cats.        

 

The ‘Brunswick lens model’ was developed within the field of cognitive psychology to 

explain how humans process information (Brunswik, 1952; Craik & Appleyard, 1980; 

Tapp, 1984). Broomell (2020, p. 4) defined the local lens as ‘a subset of cues and 

observations that decision-makers actually use to form a judgment’ which are 

constrained by the limits of experience, perception, and memory. According to 

Broomell (2020), combining the local lens with a global lens turns the traditional lens 

model into a bifocal lens, but when the local does not reliably reflect the global 

environment, they become incompatible. This incompatibility might explain a 

prominent theme in my analysis, whereby a UK resident reads an article about free-

living cats on a remote island and expresses concern for the actions or safety of cats 

in their North London suburb. From my data it is apparent that information is being 

processed through a local lens. For example, in response to an article discussing cat 

populations in rural Australia (Source 6, Appendix A2.2.6), a commenter wrote: ‘I 

don't understand why people think it's okay to let their cats roam the neighbourhood’ 

(DMUKb263). A comment responding to the BBC article about culling invasive 

species on islands (Source 4, Appendix 2.2.4) reads, ‘Does that mean that any cat i 
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find crapping in my garden/veggies/strawberries etc i can cull, i do so hope’ 

(BBC282). The ‘poop’ issue (cats defecating on lawns) is unpacked fully in Chapter 6 

but serves here as an example of how the issue of predation on endangered species 

is being used in relation to complaints about neighbourhood cats. This kind of 

disconnect between how information is being presented, received, and processed 

was prevalent. From conservationist discourses emerged discussions about local 

cats who are far removed from the environment in which they are being deemed an 

invasive species.  

 

4.6. Conclusions.  
 

What sets my study apart from other studies on moral panics involving other-than-

human animals is, rather than the focus being primarily on the media reports and/or 

the outcome of such reporting (Cassidy & Mills, 2012; Mica, 2010; Sorenson & 

Matsuoka, 2022), I looked at the middle stage (see Figure 4.1). According to Figure 

4.1, Stage 1 is where the moral panic is first ignited by sensationalising an actual or 

perceived threat. Stage 3 is the reactions from citizens and policy makers that result 

in new laws, regulations, or prejudice. However, the comments analysed in my study 

represent the public reaction to media reports and are used to address the question 

of whether conservationist discourse and media reporting are creating a moral panic 

over roaming cats (as claimed by Lynn et al., 2019).  

 

The notion of a moral panic over cats loosely fits with what Goode & Ben-Yehuda 

(1994, p. 49) identified as five key features of a moral panic: concern, hostility, 

consensus, disproportionality, and volatility. Concern and hostility are certainly 

present and encouraged by journalistic pieces that use phrases and headlines like 

‘Cuddly Killer’ (Angier, 2013), ‘Frightening,’ or ‘Cat-astrophe’ (see Appendix A2.1). 

However, the comments analysed do not point to a majority consensus and are far 

from unified. Furthermore, while negative social reactions to roaming cats might be 

increasing, my data suggests an almost equal resistance to the feline folk devil trope. 

Likewise, the issue of free-living cats is not short-lived, but has been ongoing for 

decades (Marra & Santella, 2016). Comments received in response to an article in 

The New York Times that discussed the findings of a peer-reviewed paper about the 
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impact of roaming cats on wildlife in North America (Loss et al., 2013) were as 

polarising as the ones examined in my study. The high level of engagement 

(compared to other articles published by the respective news outlets), emotional 

reactivity, and polarisation about roaming cats was likewise also observed in the data 

examined here too.  

 

However, rather than thinking about ‘a moral panic over roaming cats’ it might be 

more appropriate to conceptualise the multiple moral panics related to roaming cats. 

Mica (2010, p. 46) proposed a typology of moral panics involving other-than-human 

animals: 1) those over ‘transgressive animals’ (e.g., urban foxes, Bucharest free-

living dogs), 2) those ‘about human deviance in which animals occupy the place of 

victim’ (e.g., the Croydon Cat Killer and horse maiming), and 3) those caused by 

‘human deviance leading to transgressive animals’ (e.g., ‘out of control’ dogs). The 

discourses analysed in my study could be split between those blaming the cats 

(inherently transgressive animals) and those who blame humans for allowing cats to 

roam and procreate freely (human deviance leading to transgressive animals). There 

is evidence for a potential moral panic over ‘anti-cat conservationists’ targeting 

roaming neighbourhood cats, but this is not being implicitly fuelled by the media 

(Gow et al., 2022).  

 

The next chapter focuses on language as a form of control and how the ‘feral’ prefix 

functions to ‘other’ cats, something that facilitates the creation of a folk devil. In the 

articles and associated discourses examined here the term ‘feral’ is applied to free-

living cats. However, it is apparent that ‘feral’ means different things to different 

people. In the subsequent chapter I look at the different ways in which pro-cat people 

(cat guardians and cat-lovers) define ‘feral’ and what feral might mean for cats.  
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5. Adored, abhorred, pitied, or ignored: What does ‘feral’ 
mean for cats?   
 

Disclaimer: 
This chapter references a peer-reviewed paper (Hill et al., 2022) that I co-authored, 

and builds upon some of these ideas. However, where not specifically referenced the 

ideas and analysis presented here are new and unique to this thesis.  

 

K. Hill, M. Szydlowski, S. Oxley Heaney, D. Busby (2022). Uncivilized behaviors: how 

humans wield “feral” to assert power (and control) over other species. Society & 

Animals. Online ahead of print. DOI: 10.1163/15685306-bja10088   

 

5.1. Preface. 
 

The ‘problem’ with free-living cats is seen from two broad perspectives, namely the 

wellbeing of the cat (Chapter 3) and the perceived impact cats have on wildlife 

(Chapter 4). Building upon the notion of a feral folk devil in the previous chapter, this 

chapter examines the use of the term ‘feral’ more broadly and how language can 

function as a form of control over feline bodies. I examine how labels such as ‘feral’ 

serve to ‘other’ cats, rendering them objects of pity or disdain, and creating ‘folk 

devils’ (those framed as ‘transgressive’ in moral panic theory) who are consequently 

deemed more killable than beloved companion animals of the same species. Feral 

was often used synonymously with ‘wild’ or ‘wild-like’ to describe a behaviour or 

lifestyle. However, like ‘feral,’ terms such as ‘wild,’ ‘tamed,’ ‘domesticated’ and 

‘undomesticated’ were used and misused in a variety of contexts and clearly meant 

different things to different people. Responses to the question ‘What does “feral” 

mean to you?’ were insightful regarding the different ways in which humans relate to 

free-living cats. They also highlighted the liminal status of cats and how cats are 

sometimes considered domesticated animals and other times more wild-like. Some 

viewed ‘homeless’ cats as objects of pity who needed rescuing, while others admired 

their independence. A minority also embraced feral as an identity of being a social 

outcast and felt a kinship to free-living cats in their neighbourhood.  
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5.2. Introduction. 
 

Cats (Felis catus) and humans (Homo sapiens) have a long history of coexisting 

within different cat-human cultures. The earliest known depiction of what is believed 

to be a domestic cat was painted on a limestone tomb in Egypt around four thousand 

years ago (Grimm, 2017). The painting showed a cat-like animal sat under chair 

eating a fish, while a human sits in the chair. Cats rose in status in Ancient Egyptian 

culture to become prominent features of paintings, sculptures, and religion (Ikram, 

2003, 2005; Zivie & Lichtenberg, 2005), and were even immortalised as mummies 

(Gnudi et al., 2012). Much later, in ‘Western’17 cultures, cats became associated with 

witchcraft and their portrayals reflective of misogyny (Frasin, 2022). The following 

detour into the history of cat-human relations is intended to highlight where some of 

the prominent perceptions and misconceptions of cats emerging from my analysis 

may have originated. Namely, how cats were sometimes perceived as aloof, 

unfriendly, or unruly (see Chapter 3.4), or how cat guardians were viewed less 

favourably for not keeping their companion animals under control (Chapter 4.5). The 

latter could arguably be tied to patriarchal, anthropocentric ‘Western’ ontology, which 

separates and places humans above other animals (Walsh, 2019). These ideas 

about how humans should relate to other animals were born out of civilisations that 

were historically dominated by the hegemonic fluence of Judaeo-Christian doctrine 

and entrenched in European colonialism (Birken, 1992; Braff & Nelson, 2022; Hurn, 

2012). Arguably, this informs an interpretation of contemporary human relations to 

cats.  

 

5.2.1. Devils, familiars, and deviants.  
 

Chapter 4 used moral panic theory to examine discourses surrounding roaming cats 

and concluded that the dominant conservationist discourse and the media are 

contributing to the notion that all cats everywhere are an ecological disaster, 

something that Lynn et al. (2019) argue is not backed up by the data. Especially in 

Europe, cats appear not to have had a major impact on population levels of birds or 
 

17 I use the term ‘Western’ in this thesis to refer to contemporary cultures and ideas born out of 
civilisations that were historically dominated by the hegemonic influence of Judaeo-Christian doctrine 
and entrenched in European colonialism. See Chapter 1.6.3. 
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small mammals, which may be explained by these ecosystems having evolved to 

accommodate wildcat species (Palmer, 2022). Nonetheless, cats are often villainised 

as ‘evil’ and ‘murderous’ and the feral prefix serves to further cast free-living cats as 

deviant (Chapter 4). However, the villainization of cats goes back further than any 

understanding of the ecological impact cat populations may have on endemic wildlife. 

As Christianity spread throughout Europe, cats became associated with maligned 

paganism, witches, malevolence, and were persecuted as agents of the Christian 

Devil. This represented a dramatic change in cultural attitudes towards cats, who 

were once pagan symbols of female fertility, sexuality, and motherhood (Engels, 

1999; Frasin, 2022). Cats appear to have been unlucky in respect to their association 

with fertility cults, and during the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, nearly all the major 

heretical sects (Templars, the Waldensians, the Cathars), were accused of 

worshipping the Devil in the form of a monstrous cat (Kieckhefer, 1976; Russell, 

1972). Christianity created the association between cats and witchcraft and portrayed 

(typically female) witches as Devil-worshippers (Serpell, 2013). These witches were 

said to fly to their gatherings, but sometimes claims were made that they rode on the 

backs of demons who took the form of giant cats (Kieckhefer, 1976; Russell, 1972). 

Another diabolical role of the cat is as the archetypal witch’s ‘familiar.’ A familiar is an 

imp, or animal-like companion, whom did the bidding of the witch and could be 

dispatched to carry out her work in return for protection and nourishment (Murray, 

1918; Serpell, 2002). The concept of the familiar is predominant throughout the 

English witch trials of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and from the 

earliest cases cats were most often cast in this role (Serpell, 2002). And from these 

emerged the modern Halloween iconography of the witch’s black cat (Frasin, 2022). 

 

It cannot escape notice that the victims of the witch hunts were invariably women, 

and an element of misogyny also underpinned the Church’s animosity toward cats. 

Women who challenged the patriarchal rule were deemed wilful and domineering 

(‘shrews’), those who spoke out scorned as ‘scolds’ or ‘gossips,’ and women 

expressing their sexuality were ‘whores’ or ‘seductresses’ (Clark, 1997). Essentially, 

the male authorities feared women who exerted any kind of power, or reluctance to 

be domineered, but most of all they feared their own vulnerability to succumb to 

desire and lust. When men were unable to uphold the moral standards laid down by 
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the Church, women were blamed and cast as ‘temptresses’ who used sexual charms 

to beguile, bewitch and subvert men. Thus, women were vulnerable to accusations of 

witchcraft, and of acting in collusion with the (male) Devil (Clark, 1997; Frasin, 2022; 

Russell, 1972). Medieval clerics readily accepted Aristotelian assertions that women 

were inferior to men (Horowitz, 1976). Aristotle (c.350 BCE) also noted in his, History 

of Animals, that the female cat ‘is peculiarly lecherous, and wheedles the male on to 

sexual commerce, and caterwauls during the operation’ (Aristotle 350 BCE Book V, 

Part II), providing ‘a strong metaphorical connection between cats and the more 

threatening aspects of female sexuality’ (Serpell, 2013, p. 97). Frasin (2022, p. 177) 

discussed how the ‘(crazy) cat lady’ trope has come to symbolise ‘the epitome of sad 

and lonely female failure, often associated with the concept of spinsterhood’ and who 

has dissociated from ‘acceptable’ society. ‘Western’ society continues to shun 

women who do not conform to chauvinistic ideas about womanhood (marriage, 

childbearing, meekness towards male authority, and financial dependence on male 

breadwinners).  

 

5.2.2. The language of control. 
 

Although ‘cat lady’ is most often used as a derogatory term, an affinity towards a 

creature who is perceived as independent and defiant of human rule could also be 

embraced as a symbol of feminine empowerment (Frasin, 2022). In pre-Christian 

societies, cats were often hailed as symbols of femininity, fertility, and creativity, but 

with the rise of Christianity they became a source of suspicion and doubt (Frasin, 

2022). Both cats and female humans have been suppressed and demonised by a 

patriarchy that labelled them as ‘unpredictable,’ ‘crazy,’ and inherently prone to evil 

influences (Frasin, 2022). Foucault (1972, p. 216) described language as a form of 

control, whereby by the act of naming of objects, concepts, and persons defines 

them and imposes normative definitions of what that label confers. However, 

language is a social experience, with the meanings of words being shaped as they 

flow between social actors (Conley et al., 2019; Epstein, 2008; Foucault, 1972; Mol, 

2014). The discourses examined in Chapter 4 flowed from conservationists to the 

media and were taken up by the wider public (as observed in the comments 

responding to these media sources). The conservationist research and practices 
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promoted in the media implicitly assign greater value to animals deemed ‘native,’ 

and/or endangered as a species (Wallach et al., 2020). How language is used within 

the rhetoric of control is problematic because it depersonalises or devalues 

individuals according to the ideologies of the dominant culture. The media plays a 

central role in defining the boundaries of classifications such as ‘feral’ that render 

groups of free-living animals more killable (Sutton & Taylor, 2019). Furthermore, 

Chapter 4 highlighted how the discourses of conservationists concerned with the 

impact free-living cats have on certain ecosystems feeds into how people perceive 

and interact with cats in their communities.  

 

This Chapter examines how ‘feral’ was used by individuals who are predominantly 

pro-cat and the different ways in which free-living cats are perceived. I explore 

concepts of urban, wild, and nature, and the status of cats as liminal beings who are 

not fully domesticated but not wholly wild (Crowley et al., 2020b). Language 

influences and normalises how cats are treated by humans relative to their social 

status in urban neighbourhoods. I conclude this chapter by discussing what ‘feral’ 

might mean for the cats.   

 

5.3. Feral Discourses and Meanings.  
 

5.3.1. Coding ‘feral’ discourses. 
 

A full explanation of the coding methodology and a description of first-level coding is 

provided in Chapter 2.3 (see Figure 2.3). Emerging themes were then used to design 

a qualitative survey, which subsequently fed back into the same analytical pipeline 

(Chapter 2.3.4). This chapter also focuses on comments that use the term feral. In-

text references to comments were denoted by the source (GJ, SBM, etc.,) and a 

chronologically assigned number corresponding to the order in which they were 

written (see Chapter 2.3.3., Figure 2.5 for a comprehensive description of how the 

Excel worksheets were constructed). Survey respondents are referenced in-text as 

‘S’ (for survey) or ‘P’ (for pilot survey) and a number assigned to each individual 

respondent, e.g., S1.    
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Survey questions relevant to this chapter were S4Q4, which asked participants to 

respond on a five-point Likert scale how much they agreed or disagreed with the 

statement ‘feral/unowned cats can be a problem’ (Appendix A4.2) and then comment 

why they answered as they did. Also, S1Q4 showed a picture of free-living cats 

feeding on a city street and asked respondents to rate how much they liked or 

disliked the image using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). Respondents were 

then asked to explain why they answered as they did, and the answers subjected to 

qualitative discourse analysis as described in Chapter 2.3.4.  

 

5.3.2. What does feral mean to cat-lovers? 
 

Examples emerged from my comment and survey analysis that demonstrate how the 

‘feral’ prefix rendered cats as ‘other’ and ‘undesirable’ and fostered the perception 

they are morally less significant than companion animals of the same species. To 

explore further how language shapes how humans think about cats, both as 

individuals and as a species, I posed the question ‘what does “feral” mean to you?’ to 

cat appreciation groups on Facebook. I received 771 responses across five 

Facebook groups (Appendix A5.1). Feral was many things, but 35% of those things 

were ‘wild’. ‘Wild’ was written as a single word for 118 out of 771 responses (15%), 

and for the remainder was combined with one of several qualifiers, namely, untamed, 

untameable, homeless, unsocialised, undomesticated, not domesticated, and wild 

nature (Table 5.1; Appendix A5.2).  

 

Most of the answers were shorter than 10 words in length (Chapter 2.3.5, Figure 2.7). 

I took a general inductive approach to coding these answers (Thomas, 2006), using 

short one- or two-word descriptors as the basis for coding categories (Appendix 

A5.2). These codes were subsequently applied to longer responses, which provided 

insight into the various ways these words were being used to mean different things 

(see Chapter 2.3.5. for full description of the coding)  
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Table 5.1. Coding categories for responses to the question ‘What does “feral” 
mean to you? 
 Count  % of total (771) 
Sub-comments 57 7% 
Misc./banter 43 6%  
Sub-comments & banter 26 3% 

(60% of sub-comments are banter) 
Wild  118 15% 
Wild, Untamed 20 3% 
Wild, Untameable 11 1% 
Wild, Homeless 5 1% 
Wild, Unsocialized 22 3% 
Wild, Not domesticated 13 2% 
Wild nature 14 2% 
Wild cat 6 1% 
Living wild 13 2% 
Born wild 45 6% 
Wild (sum of all the above): 267 35% 
Born homeless 8 1% 
Homeless 29 4% 
Abandoned 12 2% 
Orphans 2 <1% 
A Stray 20 3% 
Street cat 9 1% 
Independent 24 3% 
Not domesticated 28 4% 
Unsocialised 61 8% 
Untamed 19 2% 
Savage/vicious  15 2% 
A challenge 18 2% 
Needs help 55 7% 
Lovable 16 2% 
Afraid/scared 24 3% 
Working cat (mouser) 3 <1% 
Not native 4 1% 
Pest 1 <1% 
My cat(s) 67 9% 
Me!  (I am feral) 6 1% 
My kids (funny) 7 1% 
Humans (derogatory) 23 3% 
Free (freedom? or free pet?) 2 <1% 
Escaped captivity 23 3% 
Feral animals 1 <1% 
Dictionary definition 11 1% 
Spectrum (more or less feral) 9 1% 
 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 166 of 445 

 

Some of the terms listed in Table 5.1 were also used alone, but predominantly ‘wild’ 

was used synonymously with feral to mean a wild-like behaviour, a lifestyle, or a 

state of being. Sometimes feral cats were viewed as independent and free creatures 

who do not need humans. However, ‘feral’ generally invoked ideas of cats in need of 

rescuing or saving, or a problem that needed solving. And while there exist various 

ideas about feral cats, with some embracing the term, feral was most often used as a 

negative term. A minority of responses (31/771; 3%) defined ‘feral’ with more positive 

connotations, such as ‘independent,’ ‘escaped captivity,’ or ‘free’ (Table 5.3), but the 

majority suggested free-living cats need help in some way. Terms implying feral cats 

are animals to be pitied or in need (homeless, abandoned, orphan, stray, a 

challenge, needs help, or afraid/scared) accounted for 168/771 (22%) of answers 

(see Table 5.1). However, ‘rescue’ can be seen as another form of control (Guenther, 

2020; Narayanan, 2017), and the notion that cats must be subjected to human 

intervention for ‘their own good’ is yet another form of human exceptionalism.  

 

In response to the feral question, a subset of responses jested about other human 

groups (teenagers, their exe’s family, neighbour’s children) being feral. Some of 

these comments were perhaps more serious than others, but, regardless of whether 

it was intended as a joke, feral was most often used as a derogatory term. Others 

identified personally with the term, embracing ‘feral’ as a form of self-acceptance and 

celebration of being different. A few responded in the form of a photo or a narrative 

about a special cat (My cat(s), Table 5.1). Others shared more lengthy stories of free-

living cats they have helped or have adopted as companion animals. Some of these 

are stories about free-living cats who became house cats, and others of cats that 

never truly socialised with humans (sometimes to the disappointment of the 

‘rescuer’).  

 

5.4. The ‘nature’ of free-living cats. 
 

5.4.1. Natural and unnatural behaviours of cats. 
 

Much of the discourses both in the comments and the survey responses toted terms 

such as ‘nature’ (as in ‘cat nature’), natural, as well as implying unnatural behaviours 
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(such as cats being ‘evil’ or ‘murderers’) (see Chapter 4.3, Table 4.1). However, there 

was no real consensus, and what was considered ‘natural,’ or ‘nature’ was more a 

reflection of what that human considered acceptable behaviour or a valuable 

presence. Attitudes towards wildlife and the conflicts and ambiguities that exist in 

either valuing wildlife over cats or vice versa are complex and often contradictory. 

Free-living (‘feral’) cats were frequently described as being wild animals, but less 

often valued as highly as wildlife. Similarly, ‘wild’ most often was used to define ‘feral’ 

(Table 5.1) but ‘wild’ could mean either ‘vicious and uncivilised’ or ‘free and natural.’ 

In their paper, Our Wild Companions: Domestic cats in the Anthropocene, Crowley et 

al. (2020b) discussed the complicated and multifaceted relationships between cats, 

humans, and the environment. This complex, ambiguous, and oftentimes confused 

thinking about cats is manifest in my datasets, with cats being adored, abhorred, and 

perceived as invasive, unnatural, wild, and wild-like. Commenters and survey 

respondents described cats as ‘wild’ and ‘non-wild,’ and commenters argued 

amongst themselves about whether a cat is a domesticated animal that should be 

controlled, or a wild or semi-wild animal that should be roaming freely. The predation 

habits of cats were sometimes framed as ‘a part of nature’ and other times as 

destructive habits of a ‘feral’ or ‘invasive’ species. Less often, cats were praised for 

their predation of rodents, which is believed to originally have drawn their wild 

ancestors to human settlements and a reason humans encouraged them to stay 

(Driscoll, Clutton-Brock, et al., 2009; Krajcarz et al., 2020).  

 

5.4.1.1. Hunting and prey type.  

 

A series of questions were incorporated into my Survey (Appendix A4.2) that were 

designed to elicit responses to feline predation behaviours. The first showed a cat 

playing with a toy mouse (Figure 5.1). This was intended to present a cat exhibiting 

normal play/hunting behaviour without any hint of actual killing. 
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Figure 5.1. Five-point Likert responses to a cat playing with a toy. 

 

 
Figure 5.1. Legend. Response count from the survey question S2-Q1, asking 
participants to respond to an image of a cat playing with a toy using a five-
point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

Most responses to the cat playing with a toy were positive (Figure 5.1). The few that 

disliked this image had identified as not liking cats, and those who were indifferent 

were simply not into cats. Respondents liked the image because they thought the cat 

was ‘cute,’ ‘happy,’ ‘playful,’ and displaying ‘natural’ behaviours. However, when cats 

are acting out these natural behaviours by killing other animals, not everyone was so 

happy. Many people would rather cats did not kill wildlife, although cat guardians 

accepted it to varying degrees (Chapter 3; Crowley et al., 2020a). To build upon this 

theme, the image of a cat playing with a toy was followed by an image of a cat 

carrying a dead prey animal.  

 

Figure 5.2. Five-point Likert responses to a cat carrying a dead bird.     
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Figure 5.2. Legend. Response counts from the survey question S2-Q3, 
asking participants to respond to the statement and image of a cat carrying a 
dead bird using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The main survey showed only the image of a cat carrying a dead bird. None of the 75 

respondents claimed to ‘like a great deal’ the image (Figure 5.2). One respondent 

stated that ‘Birds should be protected from cat predation’ (S2). Even those who 

claimed to somewhat like the image expressed conflicting feelings in the follow-up 

question. For example, one wrote, 

‘I am mixed about this image as I am sad that the bird has been hunted but 
also like that the cat is using its natural abilities to hunt and [I am] happy that it 
has some food’ (S18).  

Most telling was the same answers were given for liking and disliking the image. For 

example, one respondent wrote they,  

‘Dislike because I don't like animal death, however, it is the most natural thing 
in the world for a cat to kill a bird and that has to be taken into consideration’ 
(S19).  

When asked to explain their reasons for liking or disliking the image of a cat carrying 

a dead bird (Figure 5.2), five survey respondents explicitly used the word ‘nature’ to 

justify their acceptance of cat predation. There was a general acceptance that, 

despite not relishing in the death of the bird, it is in a cat’s nature to hunt. However, 

this is often dependent on the species of the prey. Discourses analysed in Chapter 4 

demonstrated a clear bias towards valuing avian lives over rodent lives. In the pilot 

survey, the respondents were first shown a dead mouse as prey, followed by the bird 

image (Appendix A4.2).  
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Figure 5.3. Five-point Likert responses to a cat carrying a dead mouse.  

     

 
Figure 5.3. Legend. Response counts from the pilot survey question pQ2a, 
asking participants to respond to an image of a cat carrying a dead mouse 
using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The 23 respondents pilot survey were first showed an image of a cat carrying a dead 

mouse (Figure 5.3), which was liked more than the subsequent image of a cat 

carrying a dead bird (Figure 5.2). The image with the mouse was dropped from the 

main survey as several comments simply wrote ‘same as before,’ indicating that their 

feelings about cats killing wildlife was not overly influenced by species. Of the 23 pilot 

survey respondents, 14 accepted both kills as ‘part of life’ or ‘something cats do,’ 

even if they expressed some regret at seeing a dead animal. A further five disliked 

that cats kill wildlife, responding similarly to both images. However, there was some 

bias towards feeling more strongly about the dead bird. Upon seeing the bird image, 

one respondent recognised their speciesism:  

‘sad same as before, but a birdie!! Will have to look into myself on this, why 
am I ok with it being a mouse’ (P20).  

A respondent from the UK also liked the mouse image, describing the cat as a ‘good 

mouser that one, doing a good job’ but somewhat disliked the bird image, explaining 

she was ‘less happy about birds as the birds don't cause problems’ (P16). This is an 

example of other-than-human animals being valued based on how they please, 

displease, or inconvenience humans. Likewise, a Canadian respondent also 

recognised a role for cats in rodent control, writing that they: 
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‘like that the cat is containing the rodent population but feel badly for the mice’ 
(P10). 

However, the same respondent disliked the image of the bird because they felt that, 

‘housecats are the leading cause of decline in North American songbird populations’ 

and that they ‘would prefer if they [cats] didn't hunt them’ (P10). This last comment 

also exemplifies the discourses examined in Chapter 4 in that, despite no contextual 

information being provided, the image was interpreted based on where they lived. It 

also shows how birds are valued above rodents.  

 

Table 5.2. Pilot survey respondent reactions to the image of a cat with a dead 
mouse versus reactions to the follow up image of cat with a dead bird. 

  Dead bird 

  Liked Indifferent Disliked 

De
ad

 m
ou

se
 Liked 2 3 4 

Indifferent 0 6 0 

Disliked 0 0 8 

 

Those who were indifferent to the dead mouse remained so for the dead bird image, 

and all those who disliked the mouse image also disliked the bird images to a similar 

degree, or more so. Most telling, no one disliked the mouse image but liked the bird 

image. While not a large enough sample to draw any meaningful conclusions, these 

observations mesh with the discourse analysis presented in Chapter 4 that described 

how birds were generally ranked above rodents as ‘undesirable’ cat prey.  

 

5.4.1.2. Speciesism, carnism, and transference from human to cat. 

 

Speciesism is a form of discrimination against those members of a certain species. 

For example, as described above, wild species are often favoured over free-living 

domesticated species. The term ‘speciesism’ was coined in 1970 by Richard Ryder 

to describe a form of discrimination-based membership to a certain species (or group 

of species) against other individual members of that species (Ryder, 2010, p.1). This 
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notion of speciesism was picked up by Peter Singer in his influential book, Animal 

Liberation. Singer (1975, p. 6) defined speciesism as ‘a prejudice or attitude of bias in 

favour of the interests of members of one's own species and against those of 

members of other species.’ However, Horta (2010) argued that there is no reason to 

restrict speciesism to an anthropocentric definition whereby humans are favoured 

over all other animals. Horta (2010, p. 250), reiterated that ‘Speciesism is not 

suffered by species as such, but by their individual members.’ However, because of 

endemic speciesism other-than-human animals are more often considered as 

exemplifications of a species and the individual is overlooked (Horta, 2010). This type 

of thinking was apparent throughout the discourses that expressed notions of ‘cat 

nature’ based on a preconceived idea about the species (also see Chapter 3.4.). 

Speciesism in its simplest form is ‘the unjustified comparatively worse consideration 

or treatment of those who do not belong to a certain species’ (Horta & Albersmeier, 

2020, p. 3). However, speciesism is more than discrimination against all other-than-

human animals (more aptly named ‘anthropocentric speciesism’) and includes 

discrimination against some other-than-human animals in comparison to others 

(Horta & Albersmeier, 2020). Thus, speciesism is better defined as ‘the unjustified 

comparatively worse consideration or treatment of those who are not classified as 

belonging to a certain species (or group of species) whose members are favoured, or 

who are classified as belonging to a certain species (or group of species) whose 

members are disregarded’ (Horta & Albersmeier, 2020, p. 4). 

 

‘they [cats] don't know the difference between endangered and common 
species’ (GJ713). 

 

As the above comment (unintentionally?) pointed out, cats do not share the same 

value judgements regarding which lives are worthier of preserving. Nonetheless, 

humans judged cats for what they do or do not choose to hunt. Even when the prey 

is not a member of an endangered population, humans superimposed values on 

what animals are ‘acceptable’ prey (birds generally being deemed unacceptable). 

Carnism is a subset of speciesism that explains how humans are influenced by social 

conditioning regarding which animals should and should not be eating (Joy, 2009). 

The term explains how people who care deeply about some animals can justify 

eating others. In ‘Western’ societies the idea of eating dogs dismays many people 
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who eat pigs (Piazza, 2015). Just like ‘Westerners’ often denounce those who 

consume dog meat, while consuming other sentient beings, cats are villainised for 

choosing one type of prey and praised for choosing another.  

 

5.4.2. Perceptions of free-living cats. 
 

Of the estimated 250-600 million cats worldwide, just over two-thirds are believed to 

be stray, abandoned, or birthed and raised by a free-living queen (Hiby et al., 2013; 

Migiro, 2018). One theme that emerged from the comment analysis, which my survey 

sought to build upon was how respondents related to free-living (unowned) cats. I 

first asked if respondents considered free-living cats (using the term feral/unowned) 

to be a problem or not, but without providing any additional context. The follow-up 

question asked them to explain why they answered as they did. I was interested in 

learning why respondents might think free-living (feral/unowned) cats were/were not 

a problem, and if they interpreted the question more in terms of cat welfare, human 

aesthetic, or wildlife predation.  

 

Figure 5.4. Five-point Likert responses to the statement ‘feral/unowned 
cats can be a problem.’ 

 
Figure 5.4. Legend. Response counts from the survey question S4-Q4, 
asking participants to respond to the statement ‘feral/unowned cats can be a 
problem’ using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The minority that reacted by disagreeing (somewhat or strongly) that free-living cats 

can be a problem explained this was because they believe cats can do just fine 

without human intervention, that cats have a right to exist without harassment, or that 

they see free-living cats as a non-issue. Those who were neutral explained that they 

either felt they did not have enough experience to comment or acknowledged that the 

issue was nuanced or context dependent. Most respondents agreed that feral or 
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unowned cats were a ‘problem’ (Figure 5.4), either because they were concerned for 

the cats’ well-being, or the potential damage they believed cats inflict on wildlife 

populations.  

 

To determine how urban feral cats are perceived, the fourth image in the survey 

(Appendix A4.2.2, S1-Q4) showed street cats eating food that had been left out for 

them. This image elicited only 15/75 neutral reactions and an almost equal number of 

positive and negative responses (Figure 5.5). 

 

Figure 5.5. Five-point Likert responses to an image of feral cats being fed 
on the street. 

 

 
Figure 5.5. Legend. Response counts from the survey question S1Q4 asking. 
‘How do you feel about what you see in this image?’ (Image of free-living cats 
feeding on the street, shown above) using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix 
A4.2). 

 

Having selected ‘somewhat dislike’ for the image of street cats (Figure 5.5) a 

respondent wrote ‘erw they look like street cats!’ (P2), and another simply wrote 

‘Bloody vandals’ (S25). Clearly these responses were not pro-free-living cats. 

However, the reasons given for disliking the image were predominantly that the cats 

were clearly strays, and might be uncared for, despite them being fed. Following the 
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‘pity’ theme, one respondent stated that ‘they look neglected’ (P13) and another was 

‘Unhappy at so many unloved animals’ (S23). Another responded that images of 

homeless cats made her sad and that ‘all cats should have a loving home’ (S28). 

However, while some cats seek out human companionship (Vitale Shreve et al., 

2019), it is not a default feline need of all cats to be loved or cared for by humans 

(Natoli et al., 2022). A few respondents also explained that they enjoyed seeing 

neighbourhood cats. One wrote,  

‘I like neighborhood [US spelling] cats, they are like friends you meet 
whenever you go out’ (S5).  

A couple of respondents who liked the image shared that they are, or have been, 

involved in feral cat programmes (feeding, neutering, and administering basic health 

care). 

 

Other reasons for liking the images were that the cats looked healthy and were being 

fed, despite obviously being ‘strays’ (meaning a negative state of being). Some of 

these comments recognised that cats do not necessarily need to live as companion 

animals to be healthy and happy. Those in the middle ground struggled between 

these two observations – ‘clearly stray’ but also healthy-looking and cared for. A 

respondent from the UK wrote ‘these look like stray cats, they should be taken to a 

rescue (S39),’ and another from the US said, ‘someone is trying to care for these 

kittehs [sic] but more needs doing’ (S47). These were expressions of concerns 

regarding the cats themselves but assumed that these cats were unhappy and would 

be better off living as part of a human household. However, others recognised that 

the problem was more complex: 

‘I'm glad they're cared for but its so bad for the environment and their breeding 
gets out of control. It's also a shame they can't be rehomed as they aren't 
used to people or being inside’ (S11). 

This comment recognised that not all cats adjust well to living with humans, but also 

made assumptions that street cats are unsocialised. Furthermore, this comment 

reinforces the theory of a moral panic over roaming cats (Chapter 4) because it does 

not question the local environment or the possibility that these cats may not be 

predating on endangered species.   
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5.4.3. Wildlife rights over cat rights? 
 

Based on the various discourses analysed here, the lives of both companion animal 

(pet) cats and wildlife were mostly ranked above those of free-living (feral) cats. This 

was even more so when the wild animals in question belonged to a species that was 

endangered. Less often, all cats were talked about in terms of being on par with wild 

animals in terms of their right to roam or live-freely. These can be ranked as: 

 

1. Wildlife > Pet cat > Feral cat 

2. Pet cat > Wildlife > Feral cat 

3. Pet cat = Feral cat = Wildlife 

 

The above raking also applied to wildcat species as wildlife. Five commenters 

responding to the BBC article on killing cats, alluded to the issue of domestic cats 

interbreeding with endangered Scottish wildcat populations (Chapter 4, Table 4.1). 

The Scottish wildcat is a type of European wildcat (Felis silvestris silvestris) that once 

thrived throughout Britain (Breitenmoser et al., 2019). However, this sub-species was 

hunted and persecuted and is now only found in remote areas of the Scottish 

Highlands and is in imminent danger of extinction (Breitenmoser et al., 2019; Main, 

2018). The remaining small population is under threat from interbreeding with ‘feral’ 

domestic cat populations (Hubbard et al., 1992; Meredith et al., 2018) and several 

organisations initiated programs to educate cat guardians and landowners, and to 

trap-neuter-vaccinate-return (TNVR) feral cats in key areas (Breitenmoser et al., 

2019; Main, 2018).  

‘Only a very few Scottish Wild Cats remain. They are threatened by 
competition with, and genetic swamping [sic] by, loose house cats. One 
Scottish Wild Cat is worth more, ecologically speaking, than hundreds of loose 
house cats. Killing a house cat to only slightly increase the chance of survival 
of a Scottish Wild Cat is [a] good bargain’ (BBC246). 

The above commenter clearly valued wildlife above cat lives, especially when 

species are considered endangered, but not everyone was so easily persuaded to 

accept killing cats as an answer. Speaking in defence of cats and reacting to the idea 

of lethal control of cat populations, a survey respondent stressed that, ‘Each animal 

has a right to life’ (P6). However, oftentimes a right to roam is not comparable to a 

right to live, especially if a reasonable quality of life can be achieved in the absence 
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of wildlife predation. Referring to roaming companion animal cats, another asserted 

that, 

‘[Cats] have the right to be independent if they want to be, I think it's an 
important part of their life (S21).  

But at what cost? Comments were quick to point out that housecats have an unfair 

advantage over wildlife because they are fed, protected, and cared for by humans, 

whereas wild animals must fend for themselves. However, the classical distinction 

between nature and culture is even more problematic when we consider urban 

ecology. Jaroš (2021, p. 706) suggested that ‘rather than “wildlife,” in urban areas it 

is more accurate to speak of synanthropic species that have inhabited city spaces at 

different times.’ For example, the blackbird (Turdus merula), arrived in urban spaces 

long after cats did and will also feed on human leftovers and offerings (Jaroš, 2021). 

This highlights the subjective nature of how animals are valued as ‘wildlife’ or not by 

human residents.  

 

However, a ‘right to roam’ is arguably distinct from a ‘right to life’ and some 

commentors believed wildlife has a right to be protected from predation by 

domesticated species. For a companion cat, confinement could be considered a 

reasonable solution where endemic species are at risk. But what of unowned cat 

populations? One aspect of my survey sought to solicit opinions on when and if killing 

is ever an acceptable solution to populations of cats deemed as ‘problematic’ (by 

conservationists or urban residents).  

 

Figure 5.6. Graph showing responses to the question ‘how do you feel 
about killing as a method to control feral cat populations?’ 

 
Figure 5.6. Legend. Response counts from the survey question S3-Q6, 
asking participants to select the response that best fitted how they felt about 
killing as a method to control feral (free-living) cat populations (Appendix 
A4.2). 
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In the survey, 45% (34/75) of respondents considered killing to be never acceptable, 

and a further 27% (20/75) only agreed killing is acceptable if there were no other 

alternatives (Figure 5.6). Many in this second category mentioned that they prefer 

trap-neuter-release (TNR) and believed that it can be effective, although none 

seemed to acknowledge the nuances and difference between different cat 

populations. For example, successes (in terms of reducing cat populations long-term) 

vary greatly depending on the local ecology, location (rural or urban), the 

infrastructure and financial support, and it is not necessarily as easy as killing (Hiby 

et al., 2013).   

 

Those who considered killing more acceptable explained their rationale in terms of 

wildlife management. For example, a survey respondent from the US wrote:  

‘While I don't enjoy the thought of killing I understand that feral and unowned 
cats can pose a number of issues, and that there are some cases where areas 
are overrun and populations must be controlled’ (S14).  

These comments demonstrated that many people can be persuaded that killing is 

necessary, providing it is not framed as gratuitous. They also illustrated how wildlife 

is often valued above the lives of domesticated species who are no longer under 

human control. Those who deemed the killing of free-living cats necessary condoned 

a form of conservation that is based in anthropocentrism and human exceptionalism.  

‘When it comes to cats and wild lives, both anthropocentrism and ecocentrism 
ignore their intrinsic value and consider them only insofar as they are useful in 
terms of human use or ecological metrics. For conservationists who subscribe 
to these value paradigms, cats and wild animals are variously biological 
automatons, functional units of ecosystems, resources for human utility, and 
providers of ecological services’ (Lynn & Santiago-Ávila, 2022, p. 803). 

 

Wallach et al. (2018) described Australia’s ‘War on Cats’18 as a conservationist 

program that exclude individuals from the scope of moral concern and suppress 

compassion, by exemplifying collectivist and nativist orientations: 

 
18 In 2015 the Australian Government endorsed a plan to kill 2 million cats by 2020. 
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‘Setting a conservation goal by the numbers of animals killed, rather than by a 
recovery target of any particular endemic species, defines the good by the act 
of killing. It ensures nonlethal options are excluded from consideration, even if 
they would provide better outcomes for threatened endemic prey, cats, and 
other wild predators’ (Wallach et al., 2018, p. 1257). 

 

One prominent and reoccurring theme throughout my discourse analysis was that the 

various threads of conservationist discourse and cat welfare concerns were 

entangled and confabulated. As discussed in Chapter 4, media reports of 

conservationist proposals to kill cat populations in specific locations were often taken 

by both pro- and anti-cat elements to mean urban cats or farm cats were also under 

threat. The reasons for controlling urban cat populations are very different, being 

primarily cat welfare-based (Slater, 2002). As such trap-neuter-vaccine-release 

(TNVR) and colony management is more likely viewed as the only ethical solution for 

cats who cannot be homed in human households.  

 

5.5. Feral: More than just a label. 
 

5.5.1. The power of ‘feral’ as an othering word. 
 

The way in which articles discussing the impact of cats in specific ecosystems were 

being used in discussions about neighbourhood cats (Chapter 4) supported the 

assertion that researchers and the media are contributing to a moral panic over 

roaming cats (Lynn et al., 2019). However, the discourse analysis revealed much 

more about how language is shaped and used to control how others (namely cats) 

are perceived and treated. Words such as ‘hunt,’ ‘predate,’ ‘cull,’ and ‘murder,’ are 

used by scientists, policymakers, animal rights activists, and the media to alternately 

legitimise or villainise the killing behaviours of both humans and other animals (Cole, 

2011; Feber et al., 2017; Jepson, 2008; Sutton & Taylor, 2019). Examples of 

language being used in this way were found across datasets: 

 

• ‘Cats are awful, selfish killing machines......they kill for funt [sic]’ (DMAU218). 

• ‘[cats are]…murdering wildlife’ (GJ917). 

• ‘..they [cats] slaughter our birdies …(BBC69). 
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• ‘these [cats] excellent murder machines’ (BBC190) 

 

In the above excerpts the language used to describe the hunting behaviours of cats 

implied their actions were intentionally evil. It is easier to hate someone who is 

labelled a murderer or terrorist than someone who is identified as an executioner or a 

soldier. To justify killing activities, conservationists say they ‘cull’ or ‘eradicate,’ 

abattoirs ‘process’ animal bodies, and in places where the death penalty exists, 

convicts are ‘executed.’ Likewise, it becomes more palatable to kill ‘murderous’ cats 

than innocent hunters. For anyone who associates cats with lovable companions, the 

‘feral’ prefix sets ‘problematic’ cats apart from ‘pet’ cats. For this reason, ‘feral’ is a 

loaded term (Hill et al., 2022), and I prefer to use the more neutral term ‘free-living’ to 

discuss cats who are not associated with a human household. Several scholars have 

linked terms like ‘feral’ to Foucauldian discourse, whereby language is used to shape 

societies and define power relations (Hill, 2022; Hillier et al., 2016; Holm, 2020). The 

discourses examined in Chapter 4 lent credence to the power of ‘feral’ as a form of 

‘othering’ and highlights how the term rendered cats more killable. The ‘feral’ prefix 

has the power to support the cognitive dissonance necessary to differentiate 

‘problem’ cats from beloved companion animals. For example, a cat guardian wrote, 

‘I love my pets but when they go feral it's a different story’ (BBC131).  
This comment indicated that this person could love some cats, while accepting ‘feral’ 

cats as problematic and condoning their killing.  

 

Feral is a term that is commonly used in conservationist discourse to describe a 

group of animals whose presence is deemed out of place, such as members of a 

domesticated species who are living apart from humans (Wilson et al., 2018). To 

conservationists who are concerned with preserving wild animal species, Felis catus 

is not a wildcat species nor considered a wild animal worthy of protection. 

Furthermore, free-living cats have been implicated in several extinctions around the 

world and conservationists are attempting to reduce their numbers and impact (Kays 

et al., 2020; Loss et al., 2013; Trouwborst et al., 2020). However, to render lethal 

management strategies of species such as Felis catus more palatable there is the 

need to separate and ‘other’ certain members of the species from beloved 
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companion animals (hence ‘feral’) (Hill et al., 2022; Holm, 2020; Sutton & Taylor, 

2019). 

 

‘Calm down folks, there's a big difference between the little Fluffy you adore 
and a feral cat population. For a start, feral cats are NOT pets, they're wild 
animals’ (BBC146). 

 

The above was a response to other user comments expressing concerns that all cats 

were being threatened with death, despite the original BBC news article referring 

specifically to free-living cats (and other non-native species) on remote islandic 

ecosystems. The essential difference between Fluffy and a cat living apart from 

humans is their circumstance of birth. However, the wording of the above comment 

implied that being cherished and cared for by humans rendered a feline life inherently 

more valuable.  

 

Written in defence of policies to kill free-living cats, a commenter wrote,  

‘We’re talking wild animals, not Snookums who likes cuddles’ (BBC269).  
Although this commentor likely meant wild-like (or ‘feral’) rather than wild, it illustrated 

the power language has as a tool to render extermination of cats more palatable by 

differentiating those targeted by eradication programmes. The ‘feral’ prefix serves to 

denote certain cats as ‘other’ or ‘undesirable’ and thus devalues their life as less 

worthy of preserving. Similarly, terms such as ‘cull’ are used in place of ‘kill’ to imply 

a necessary action (Sutton & Taylor, 2019). The following comment illustrated how 

effective this language seems to be in othering free-living animals: 

‘I'm an animal lover, but I'm 100% in favour of culling all feral animals. They 
destroy our wildlife, and keeping natural diversity and saving the lives of wild 
animals is unfortunately preferable to the alternative, leaving the ferals alone 
and losing wildlife. Once we lose a species it is gone forever, losing some feral 
animals isn't losing an entire species, so the ferals have to go’ (BBC158). 

 

The above excerpt presented a common inconsistency amongst commenters who 

claimed to love all animals but valued ‘native’ wildlife over other species or 

individuals. This commenter also uses ‘our’ as a prefix, which implied they are 

embedded in a notion of human exceptionalism and governance over nature. Clearly, 

in comments such as these, ‘feral’ had been adopted as a form of othering that 

renders those assigned this label as being of lower value than other members of the 
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same species. As a species, Felis catus occupies widely different roles, ranging from 

invasive predator to beloved companion (Crowley et al., 2020b). Research conducted 

by Kellert (1980, 1984, 1985) found wild predators were generally perceived as 

unfavourable, while domesticated predators scored highest for public acceptance. 

This would explain the conflicted attitudes toward cats in the data explored in my 

thesis, or why cats received more attention than other species targeted by 

conservationist strategies that entailed killing. Although attitudes towards previously 

stigmatised apex predators, such as the wolf improved substantially over the past 30 

years (George et al., 2016), tolerance for ‘feral’ species seems to have decreased 

(Farnworth et al., 2014; Nagy & Johnson, 2013). The feral label frames a cat as 

inherently different from members of the same species who were raised as 

companion animals and live with humans. 

 

5.5.2. ‘Poor’ street cats, strays, or community cats? 
 

While my thesis set out to understand discourses related to roaming urban cats, it 

soon became apparent that discourses bled into those associated with free-living 

cats in rural ecosystems. Despite the issues associated with roaming urban cats 

being very different from those associated with free-living cats who are threatening 

the balance of a delicate ecosystem, cats are often seen as a homogenous category. 

The discourses often did not distinguish between roaming companion cats, stray, or 

abandoned former companion cats, community, or street cats, and unsocialized cats 

living away from humans. The latter three are most often subjected to the ‘feral’ label. 

‘Ferality’ is seen as tainted, or a form of degradation. ‘In contrast to the pure, 

unsullied wild, the feral has come to evoke a debased form of nature: corrupted by its 

time spent under human control, feral is the evil twin of wild’ (Holm, 2020, p. 1). 

Unlike wild animals, ‘feral bites you in a back alley while you’re putting out the trash’ 

(Holm, 2020, p. 1). If they do not threaten humans or their domestic animals, humans 

may tolerate and even enjoy wild species that move into their back yards (Bjerke & 

Østdahl, 2004). Often these are species displaced by human encroachment upon 

their natural habitats. However, based on a sample of over 700 residents of a 

Norwegian city (Bjerke & Østdahl, 2004), reported that humans are less tolerant of 

‘out of control’ domestic species such as cats and dogs. Using a framework of 
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colonisation to understand urbanisation and animals, Palmer (2003a, p. 54) 

described how ‘domesticated animals colonize spaces, once occupied by the unruly 

bodies of wild animals, with their disciplined, obedient and docile bodies.’ However, 

human relationships with ‘feral’ animals, those species domesticated by humans but 

‘gone wild’ are more complex and ambiguous (Palmer, 2003b). As apparent from the 

discourses analysed in my thesis, cats as a species can be simultaneously loved as 

companion animals yet reviled as feral predators of endangered wildlife.  

 

Writing about urban animals, Palmer (2003a, p. 49) noted how concern for wildlife ‘is 

usually couched in terms of its human amenity value or worries about rare species, 

rather than concern about the well-being of individual animal inhabitants.’ This 

relationship between urban animals and humans, Palmer (2003b) likened to human 

colonisation, whereby existing inhabitants were treated as invisible until their 

presence potentially threaten the status quo of the settlers. When wild animals move 

into urban spaces they are described as ‘colonizers’ rather than ‘as colonized beings 

moving in spaces they formerly occupied’ (Palmer, 2003a, p. 51). When these 

animals adopted new survival strategies in response to human development they 

were perceived as ‘unruly bodies’ because their defecation, scavenging, and 

predatory behaviours were not controlled by humans (Palmer, 2003a). While larger 

carnivores and poisonous reptiles may pose genuine danger to human inhabitants, 

other species take on a more ambiguous status. For example, as already discussed 

in Chapter 4, foxes are generally viewed positivity (Bjerke & Østdahl, 2004; Nardi et 

al., 2020), until they transgress some human defined level of acceptability, such as 

tipping over dustbins, becoming ‘too bold,’ or posing a threat to small children or 

companion animals (Cassidy, 2012; Groling, 2016; Howell & Taves, 2021; Padovani 

et al., 2021). A study on attitudes towards urban animals in Norway reported the 

most liked wildlife species were small birds, squirrels, butterflies, and hedgehogs, 

and the least liked were beetles, wasps, snails, mice, mosquitoes, and rats (Bjerke & 

Østdahl, 2004). The attractiveness of small birds, particularly songbirds is well 

documented (Belaire et al., 2015; Clucas & Marzluff, 2012; Horvath & Roelans, 1991; 

Jones & Reynolds, 2008), and this affinity towards birds is particularly pertinent in 

relation to my analysis of cat predation (Chapter 4) and conflicts over neighbourhood 

cats (examined further in Chapter 6).  
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One important observation that was apparent from my analysis is that discourses 

surrounding roaming cats were entangled with conservationist discourse, much of 

which was not relevant to urban cats. However, it becomes relevant when we 

consider how it impacts how cats are perceived, and especially regarding the media 

portrayal and the potential creation of a moral panic over roaming cats (Chapter 4). I 

use the term roaming to refer to any cat who is not confined to the home, or garden, 

and who is let out to wander unsupervised for at least part of the day or night (see 

Chapter 1.6.1, Figure 1.1) However, if a cat is not wearing a collar it may not be 

immediately discernible whether they belong to a human household. A stray or 

abandoned companion cat will likely exhibit friendly behaviours and may not show 

obvious signs of distress (Horwitz & Rodan, 2018). To some feral means ‘street cat’ 

or ‘stray’ or any cat who does not appear to have a human home (Table 5.1.). 

 

Bradshaw et al. (1999) asserted it was most useful to distinguish populations of cats 

based on their interactions with humans and suggested five categories: pedigree, 

pet, semi-feral, feral, and pseudo-wild. These authors pointed out that, except for 

pedigree breeds, there was nothing genetic or biological that separate the categories 

(Bradshaw et al., 1999). The remaining four definitions (pet, semi-feral, feral, and 

pseudo-wild) were based on both kittenhood experiences (socialisation) and their 

current relations with humans. Pet and semi-feral are both socialised as kittens, but 

semi-feral is a cat not currently living within a human household (Bradshaw et al., 

1999). Feral and pseudo-wild are both unsocialised cats, with the later referring to 

cats that have no human contact (Bradshaw et al., 1999). Although the term ‘pet’ is 

losing favour for being demeaning and ‘feral’ for its negative connotations (as 

discussed here), in principle the classifications proposed by Bradshaw et al. (1999) 

make the most sense in terms of understanding both cats as individuals and in 

relation to human connections. Indeed, similar terms seemed to have been adopted 

by respondents who defined ‘feral’ as being ‘wild’ or a ‘wild-cat,’ although later likely 

meant wild to mean wild-like. Likewise, terms such as ‘stray’ or ‘street cat’ (Table 5.1) 

seemed to be alluding to urban free-living cats. The classification categories 

proposed by Bradshaw et al. (1999) also captured the fluidity of how a cat could 

move between categories based on human actions (such as abandonment of a 
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companion animal or provisioning for a feral colony). However, the notion that 

‘socialisation’ can be on a spectrum cannot be fully accounted for in this 

categorisation. For example, urban born kittens are more likely to have been 

socialised to varying degrees, through proximity to non-threating humans or positive 

interactions with community cat carers. The notion that feral is on a spectrum was 

explicitly acknowledged by only 9/771 (<1%) of the Facebook responses to the 

question of ‘What does feral mean to you’? Although the question did not really seek 

to determine perceived levels of ‘ferality’ many responses defined feral in terms of a 

fixed and unchangeable variable. These types of responses were prominent amongst 

sub-comments that argued about the definition of feral versus stray and used terms 

such as ‘true feral’ to indicate unsocialised cats. Conversely, the stories of ‘former 

ferals’ indicate that many do consider feral a state of being that can be changed.  

 

Cats and dogs have a long association with humans, and together with other 

companion animal species, are increasingly being considered part of the family 

(Charles, 2014; Charles & Davies, 2008; Finka et al., 2019; Owens & Grauerholz, 

2019). However, outside of human homes these animals occupy a liminal status of 

being pitied (as strays and abandoned companions), persecuted (as a threat to 

humans, urban wildlife, or simply being ‘unsightly’), but less often welcomed as 

community members. In this thesis I focused on cat-human relations, but research on 

free-living dogs in part informed my study, particularly in relation to zoonosis (Rabies) 

or attacks on children (Mica, 2010; Warembourg et al., 2021). Attitudes towards dogs 

also becomes relevant to discourses examined in Chapter 6, where cats and cat 

guardians are compared both positively and negatively to dogs and dog guardians. 

This thesis focused on ‘Western’ discourses where the social norm is that dogs are 

typically not permitted to roam freely, and stray dogs are rounded up and impounded 

(Srinivasan, 2013). However, the acceptability of roaming dogs varies between 

cultures, with the Global South tending to be more accepting and welcoming of 

roaming or free-living dogs (Bradshaw, 2011; Miternique & Gaunet, 2020). 
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5.5.3. Cats and women. 
 

Crowley et al. (2020a) identified five distinctive cat guardian perspectives, which was 

reported in the Daily Mail UK article (Source 3, Appendix A2.2.3). A commenter 

responded by adding a sixth, ‘Single cat loving women’ (DMUKa4). Presumably this 

comment was intended as a joke, but nonetheless perpetrated the notion that women 

with cats are sad and lonely ‘spinsters’ (Frasin, 2022).  

    

That urban cat feeders are predominantly middle-aged and older females has been 

noted by several researchers. In Brooklyn, New York, cat feeders were found to be 

most often women aged between 50 and 79 (Haspel & Calhoon, 1990), in a 

Hawaiian study of cat colony caretakers, 75% of respondents were women, also 

predominantly middle-aged or older (Zasloff & Hart, 1998). Similarly, a nationwide US 

study identified 85% of cat caretakers as women with a median age of 45 (Centonze 

& Levy, 2002). A more recent study of the city of Rishon-Lezion, Israel, reported 81% 

of regular cat feeders were women between the ages of 18 and 81, with a median 

age of 58 (Gunther et al., 2016). The fact that many feeders dedicate their lives to 

helping cats, often at great personal and financial cost (Gunther et al., 2016; Natoli et 

al., 1999), undoubtably reinforces the ‘crazy cat lady’ trope (Frasin, 2022). Indeed, 

distain and misogyny are evident in anti-cat comments such as, 

‘I’m sure there are plenty of single, anaemic vegan women that will have the 
cats as pets’ (BBC222). 

The above comment was another reference to women who like cats as being single 

and ‘undesirable.’ Other traits such as being ‘vegan’ were also being assigned to the 

‘crazy cat lady’ trope, perhaps reflecting a distain for progressive, liberal thinking. 

Further malalignment of cats and women were evidenced by anti-cat comments such 

as, ‘Cats are like women, cunning’ (DMUKb255). As Frasin (2022, p. 177) pointed 

out, ‘Western’ society ‘does not like women who do not fit into the idea of what 

women should be’ (namely, meek, and deferent to male rule). Cats are perceived as 

independent creatures who do not readily accept human rule. Thus, male chauvinism 

deems both women and cats as ‘cunning’ rather than independent or resourceful.  
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5.6. Conclusions. 
  

This Chapter set out to examine the different ways in which the term ‘feral’ was being 

used by predominantly pro-cat communities, and the different ways in which free-

living cats are perceived. I explored concepts of wild, nature, natural, and the status 

of cats as liminal beings who were abhorred, pitied, and sometimes adored. I 

demonstrated how language normalised the ways in which cats are perceived and 

influenced how cats are treated relative to their social status as companions, ‘feral,’ 

or ‘stray’ cats. The discourses demonstrated how ‘feral’ is affective in framing free-

living cats as deviant and separate them from cats who are considered companion 

animals or part of the family. However, the discourse analysis said more about how 

language is both shaped by experience and used to control how others (namely cats) 

are perceived and treated.  

 

Words like ‘feral’ are fluid. Examining the colloquial uses of words and how meanings 

are constantly evolving can be gained from observing how these terms are used in 

casual discourses. Focusing on cats, Holm (2020) discussed the challenges of 

defining ‘feral’ in any scientifically meaningful sense because populations are fluid 

and individuals can move between different classifications based on lifestyle, 

location, and tameness towards humans. However, Holm (2020, p. 4) pointed out 

that ‘a term need not be ontologically true to be politically powerful and when actual 

cats are labelled as feral, they become available to multiple forms of human 

intervention, management, and even extermination.’ The ‘feral’ label has real-life 

(and death) implications for cats because many eradication programmes use it to 

differentiate cats who are provisioned for by humans (Farnworth et al., 2010; Hillier et 

al., 2016). This analysis only strengthened my resolve towards refraining from using 

‘feral’ and my insistence on ‘free-living’ as a preferred term. However, the term 

‘community cat’ might be preferable for urban cats because it implies that these 

independently living felines belong to the community. The term ‘community cats’ 

brings with it and implication that residents are invested in the wellbeing of these 

cats. Conversely, ‘street cat’ has connotations akin to ‘feral’ and implies a state of 

being that is outside of ‘acceptable’ society. Following on from this, the next chapter 

explores discourses surrounding cats in the community. 
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6. Unruly neighbours? Community cats, roaming pets, and 
biopolitics.  
 

6.1. Preface. 
 

This chapter ties into the previous three chapters and engages with discourses 

related to social control and biopolitics. More-than-human biopolitics extends the 

Foucauldian notion of biopower as a cohesive form of control over human bodies to 

other animals who also co-constitute human societies. I examine how socially 

constructed norms serve to shame or condone cat guardians, and guide how they 

control their companion animals in terms of confinement, neutering, and other 

practices. Feline bodies are controlled by neutering, and failure to neuter a 

companion animal is predominantly denounced in the UK and USA. Uncontrolled 

reproduction amongst cat populations is largely perceived as a problem. Combined 

with efforts to reduce free-living cat populations, ideas of protective guardianship 

(Chapter 3), and the increasing popularity of pedigree cat breeds, cats are arguably 

becoming more dependent on humans. I argue that this contributes to an ongoing 

going process of feline domestication and the species is becoming more dependent 

on humans and arguably more domesticated.  

 

6.2. Introduction. 
 

6.2.1. Domestication, urbanisation, and changing human 
relations to other animals. 

 

The biological definition of domestication is a multi-generational process in which 

species are selectively bred for human-chosen (consciously or not) genetic 

characteristics, including behavioural traits (Price, 2003). The process of 

domestication renders the target species better adapted to living with humans, often 

to the extent that members of that species can no longer thrive without human 

provisioning and protection (Larson et al., 2014). The human self-domestication 

hypothesis suggested that humans also domesticated themselves and share many of 
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the characteristics of other domesticated species, namely reduced aggression, 

increased reproductive capacity, reduced cranium, smaller body size, flattened facial 

projections, smaller teeth, and pronounced juvenile features (baby faces) (Hare, 

2017; Raghanti, 2019; Sánchez-Villagra & van Schaik, 2019). Regardless of whether 

humans domesticated themselves or not, the domestication of other species 

changed the world of humans dramatically. For over 100,000 years, humans were 

nomadic hunter-gatherers, a lifestyle that would have supported no more than four 

million people globally (Driscoll, Macdonald, et al., 2009; Tilman et al., 2002). Around 

10,000-12,000 years ago there was a shift away from the hunter-gatherer lifestyle of 

our prehistoric ancestors (Homo sapiens), and archaeological evidence points to 

multiple plant and animal domestication events (Anderson, 1997; Diamond, 2002; 

Driscoll, Macdonald, et al., 2009; Teletchea, 2019). Together with a widespread 

adoption of farming practices, this led to a global population growth from 4 million to 

600 million between 10000 BCE and 1700 CE (Roser et al., 2021). 

 

Urbanisation could be considered an extension of domestication, which irrevocably 

changed human relationships with the world they inhabited as much as the animals 

who became domesticated along with humans. With the onset of the industrial 

revolution, humans increasingly moved into towns and cities (Brunt & García-

peñalosa, 2021) and the population boomed from 600 million in 1700 to 1.65 billion in 

1900 (Roser et al., 2021). During the twentieth century the global human population 

grew from 1.65 billion to 6 billion, and by the end 2020 reached over 7.9 billion 

(Roser et al., 2021). In 2020, over half (56%) of the world population lived in an urban 

environment, but the percentage is much higher in the USA (83%) and UK (84%) 

than other parts of the world (UN, 2021). The human relationship to other animals 

changed drastically as much of the population switched from hunter-gatherer to 

farmer, and again as the population boomed and became increasingly urban 

(Teletchea, 2019). Urbanisation continues as animals (including humans) move into 

towns and cities, or find their former homes overtaken by cities (Holmberg, 2015). 

What might this have meant for the descendants of rural farm cats who followed 

humans to cities? Probably the most obvious is the changing role of the family cat 

who became primarily a companion animal and was no longer required to protect 

food stores from hungry rodents. Prior to the 1950s and the invention of kitty litter 
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(Grier, 2010), very few cats were confined to the house. However, while an 

increasing number of companion animal cats are being kept indoors, there are 

significant populations of ‘unowned’ urban cats (Bennett et al., 2021; Mills, 2021). 

 

Domestic cats (Felis catus) are not wholly dependent on humans, and as a species 

retain much of their ability to survive as wild animals, either living far away from 

humans or within urban cat colonies. Until recent decades most companion cats lived 

semi-independent lives, roaming their farms or neighbourhoods, and choosing to 

return to the home for warmth, food, and human companionship. Although 

stereotypically thought of as aloof and unsocial companion animals (see Chapter 

3.4.2), cats display great flexibility in their social behaviour, and this behavioural 

plasticity enabled them to cope well with novel environmental conditions (Natoli, 

1985). Cats are content to live solitary lives, socially in colonies, or in homes with 

humans and various other species. However, while this is true on a species level, as 

individuals the ability to adapt or thrive in a particular environment varies greatly. 

Although the greatest adaptability potential is during kittenhood (Casey et al., 2008), 

there are variations amongst individual personalities. Amongst adults there is 

evidence of some individuals being more able to adapt to changes in circumstances 

(Finka, 2022; Salonen et al., 2019). The ability to cope with urban living in proximity 

to humans and other species appears to have a heritable genetic component (Finka, 

2022; McCune, 1995; Salonen et al., 2019). For example, a study by McCune 

undertaken almost three decades ago followed 37 kittens borne to eight mothers and 

two fathers. The two fathers (one deemed friendly towards humans and the other 

less so) were housed away from the kittens and played no part in their early 

development. Those fathered by the friendly male socialised more readily and as 

adults where friendlier, bolder, and less prone to stress when handled by strangers 

(McCune, 1995). More recently, a study found some cats seemed to have inherited 

an innate ability to cope and thrive and concluded that others may suffer undue 

distress living in proximity with humans or in multi-cat households (Finka, 2022). 

Sociality in cats is a recently evolved (evolving?) trait that has been proposed to be 

ongoing and incomplete (Brown & Bradshaw, 2013, p. 59). Thus, some cats may be 

inherently better able to adjust to living with humans and other cats.  
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For urban cats to coexist peacefully with humans they have needed to abide by 

human defined rules and social expectations. In past centuries this was a simple 

mutualistic arrangement of feline independence and minimal human control in return 

for rodent control and company by the fireside. Cat-human dynamics have changed 

considerably over the last 100 years with increasing control being exerted over feline 

bodies. Control is exerted in the form of love (protective ‘parenting styles,’ Chapter 

3), by language (conservationist rhetoric and the media, Chapter 4 and 5), and social 

control (constructions of cultural norms), and control by actions (pedigree breeding, 

neutering, bells and collars, confinement). This chapter looks at the latter two in the 

context of urban environments and Foucauldian biopower.  

 

6.2.2. Control and biopolitics. 
 

Biopower (biopouvoir in the original French) was coined by Foucault in The History of 

Sexuality I to refer to ‘techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the 

control of populations’ (Foucault, 1979, p. 140). Biopolitics can be understood as a 

political mechanism that uses biopower to control society and is often applied in 

conjunction with other repressive methods such as knowledge, power, and 

punishment (Foucault, 1977). However, Foucauldian power is productive as well as 

repressive. Foucault (1977 p. 26) said ‘the body becomes a useful force only if it is 

both a productive body and a subjected body’ meaning that the individual can 

become a political instrument itself. Foucault asserted that biopower was ‘an 

indispensable element in the development of capitalism’ and made possible ‘the 

controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of 

the phenomena of population to economic processes’ (Foucault, 1979, pp. 140-141). 

Foucault (1979, pp. 140-143) believed biopower was an innovation of modernity, first 

manifesting in the eighteenth century as a mechanism of control over the biological 

elements of humans (lifestyle, wealth, health, reproduction, birth, and death). 

However, Agamben (1998) proffered that sovereign power was already biopolitical 

and that the emergence of biopolitical technology was an expansion of that pre-

existing state. Thus, technological advances that rendered biopower more powerful 

did not herald a break in the history of Western politics, but rather expanded the 

biopolitical imperative of the State (Agamben, 1998). Nonetheless, Foucault (1977) 
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distinguished biopolitics from the previous forms of control that were enacted through 

public displays of violence (hanging, flogging, stocks) and the Sovereign’s power to 

take away life. Rather than punishment being doled out as a deterrent or means to 

control a society through fear, biopolitics is more subtle and cohesive and pervades 

daily life (Foucault, 1977). It is productive and not overtly repressive. Thus, biopolitics 

is the pervasive exertion of state or institutional control over bodies and populations. 

Society itself also becomes an instrument of biopower by shaping social 

constructions and policing social norms by denying employment or shunning non-

conformists as ‘deviants.’ Examples of biopolitics include pathologizing sexuality 

(Atuk, 2020), economising healthcare (Kenny, 2015), politicalising sex education 

(Ramírez-García, 2020; Varsa & Szikra, 2020), forced or coerced sterilisation (Repo, 

2019), and the criminalisation of abortion (Eklund & Purewal, 2017; Mayes, 2021). In 

all these examples, discourse and choice terminology enabled those in power to 

convince the majority that their policies were just and necessary. Humans develop 

and use language to acquire and communicate knowledge of the world around them. 

Language shapes how we perceive the world. Foucault (1977, p. 28) used the term 

‘power-knowledge’ to emphasise how both knowledge and power are 

interdependent. The wielding of power is dependent on a scaffold of knowledge and 

claims to that knowledge advance the interests of certain groups while marginalising 

others. For example, by describing and pathologizing psychiatric conditions, those 

with psychiatry training wield power of those defined with said conditions (Roberts, 

2005). In the 1860s same-sex attractions became a subject of medical study, 

providing a framework by which to suppress homosexuals. By pathologizing same-

sex attractions, social and legal constraints were enacted against individuals not 

conforming to the socially constructed norms of attraction and marriage.   

 

As explored in Chapter 4 and 5, attitudes towards and concerns for cats are 

influenced by conservationist discourse that seeps into urban discourses about 

perceived feline nuisance behaviours. Chapter 4 looked at how media reporting 

maybe contributing to a moral panic over roaming cats. An integral part of moral 

panic theory is the language used by the media and other human actors to villainize 

individuals within the context of a perceived threat. Regarding the ‘dialectic between 

desired and unwanted animals,’ Blanc (2020, p. 421) asserted that ‘the ways in which 
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urban spaces are constructed and their relationship to natural processes is central.’ 

From their study Blanc (2020) determined three distinct types of nature, namely 1) 

nature that escaped human control or was not intentionally introduced, 2) nature that 

resulted from the urban environment or colonised unique niches, and 3) a desired, 

controlled form of nature (parks, gardens, and green spaces). Thus, nature, and its 

place in the city is shaped by human attempts to control the world around them. 

Small birds are nurtured and fed, while rodents are removed or killed. Furthermore, 

the bodies of domesticated species continue to be subjugated to human control over 

their freedom and reproduction.  

 

6.2.3. More than human biopolitics. 
 

Foucault’s ideas about control and biopower were developed within a humanist 

framework, addressing the art of government in relation to human societies and the 

construction of human subjects. A lack of serious consideration of other-than-human 

subjects reflected the regimes of knowledge and power that reinforced human 

dominance over other-than-human animals. Like most of his contemporaries, 

Foucault regarded other-than-human animals as means to either serve or understand 

the human: 

‘When a psychologist studies the behavior of a rat in a maze, what he is trying 
to define is the general form of behavior that might be true for a man as well 
as a rat; it is always a question of what can be known about man’ (Foucault, 
1965; (Chrulew, 2017, p. 222). 

 

However, human societies do not exist in a vacuum and no cultures are comprised 

solely of human animals. Asdal et al. (2016) suggested two revisions or re-emphases 

to the Foucauldian concept of biopolitics, namely, that biopolitics should be 

recognised as not only about humans, and that the relation between life and politics 

needs both theoretical and empirical specificity. A biopolitical framework can be 

applied to understand methods of control and power over other-than-human life. One 

way in which the notion of biopolitics encompasses more-than-human dynamics is 

evident in how nature is ordered, ranked, secured, and regulated (Biermann & 

Anderson, 2017). Conservation science and practice is essentially governance over 

life and death (Biermann & Anderson, 2017; Hodgetts, 2017; Srinivasan, 2017). In 
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recent decades the biotechnologies developed for monitoring and manipulating 

genetic material have presented new possibilities for intervening in nature, including 

resurrecting extinct species (Adams, 2017). Biopolitical control and manipulation of 

populations stems from the collection and analysis of data and knowledge-building 

programmes. For example, ornithologists started cataloguing and tracking birds in 

the late nineteenth century, and today international networks of researchers 

collaborate in catching, ringing, releasing, re-capturing, and sharing electronic data 

on avian migration patterns. However, these seemingly benign scientific interest in 

birds turned political with the advent of H5N1, a highly pathogenic zoonotic virus also 

known as avian influenza (Hinchliffe, 2016). Migrating birds suddenly became a 

possible danger, shifting from being perceived as a delight to observe to an invading 

presence and source of fear (Hinchliffe, 2016). Through the migratory maps 

produced by ornithologists ‘pathways from avian to human lives through the 

amplificatory effects of domestic bird flocks’ led to fear and actions to mitigate the 

threat (Hinchliffe, 2016, p. 164). Arguably trap-neuter-release (TNR) and spaying or 

neutering of companion cats could be considered a form of biocontrol, which is 

something addressed in this chapter.  

 

Another form of biocontrol is the implementations of bylaws to control behaviours. 

For example, the twenty-first century has seen smoking bans implemented in public 

spaces around the world. However, these bylaws could not have come about without 

epidemiological evidence that problematised passive smoking, nor could they have 

been successfully implemented without evidence of public acceptability (Young et al., 

2010). The same is true regulations on companion animals (or on companion animal 

caretakers). Using Foucault’s theory of governmentality and applying post-humanist 

insights, Rock (2013) took the City of Calgary’s bylaws on companion animals as a 

case study to understanding how bylaws were constructed and adopted. Municipal 

bylaws related to companion animals provided an opportunity for Rock (2013) to 

examine how one-health/one-welfare narratives promoted these bylaws, which 

arguably also protected the other-than-human animals (from injury, disease, or being 

harassed or killed by other animals). Rock (2013) brought to light how both positive 

and negative associations with cats and dogs influenced the wording, 

implementation, and compliance with local bylaws pertaining to companion animals. 
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For example, the wording of Calgary’s Responsible Pet Ownership Bylaw 

deliberately ensured ‘running at large’ was not restricted to dogs, following 

complaints about cats defecating in gardens (Rock, 2013). A negative consequence 

of the ‘running at large’ clause meant companion animals were never to be left 

unattended anywhere in public, deterring guardians from walking their dogs to 

grocery stores etc. (Rock, 2013).  

 

However, laws are enacted and enforced via social mechanism – shaming non-

conformers and reporting transgressors. Skoglund and Redmalm (2017) used the 

term ‘doggy-biopolitics’ to describe a self-regulatory mechanism that reinforces 

socialised norms of idealised dog-human relationships. Using America’s First Dog 

(Bo Obama) as an illustrative example, Skoglund & Redmalm (2017) described how 

Bo was central to public displays of family values. As First dog, Bo Obama facilitated 

‘a display of cuddly management’ and through human–canine relations allowed the 

president’s family ‘to manifest empathy, a rich emotional life and authenticity’ that 

provided an ‘assurance that they hold the truest of intentions when it comes to US 

governing’ (Skoglund & Redmalm, 2017, p. 19). Importantly it was Bo’s ‘significant 

otherness’ that allowed more intense emotional expressions and articulations of 

empathy than would be achievable between human managers and subordinates 

(Skoglund & Redmalm, 2017, p. 19). Furthermore, such displays depend on socially 

constructed norms of dog guardianship that are in turn influenced by dog-human 

intersubjectivity. 

 

This chapter engages with discourses related to social control and biopolitics 

surrounding cats in the community. It examines the socially constructed norms and 

attitudes towards roaming cats, guardian responsibilities, community responsibility 

towards free-living cats, and reproductive control. Perspectives related to a ‘cats right 

to roam’ were explored alongside neighbour disputes over feline nuisance 

behaviours and other concerns. Finally, discourses related to community 

responsibilities towards free-living community cats, feeding, and trap-neuter[-

vaccine]-release (TN[V]R) are examined.  
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6.3. Coding the Group 3 discourses.  
 

I applied a thematic discourse analysis to 2476 comments and sub-comments 

responding to several news articles about roaming cat predation, and a magazine 

article and YouTube video about the pros and cons of allowing companion cats to 

roam freely (see Chapter 2.3.2). A full explanation of the coding methodology and a 

description of first-level coding is given in Chapter 2 (see Figure 2.3). Briefly, the 

comments were first divided into three groups: 1) Cat, 2) Wildlife, and 3) 

Neighbourhood. Emerging themes were then used to design a qualitative survey, 

which subsequently fed back into the same analytical pipeline (Chapter 2.3.4). This 

chapter focused on the third group, to which 352 comments related to cats in the 

neighbourhood from the human perspective, such as complaints about nuisance 

behaviours or defending community cats. 

 

6.3.1. Coding the Group 3 (‘neighbourhood’) comments. 
 

Group 3 comments contain discourses that were primarily concerned with how 

roaming cats are received within the context of urban or suburban neighbourhoods. 

Many of the Group 3 comments also belonged to Group 1 (Chapter 3) and/or Group 

2 (Chapter 4), and attitudes regarding cat guardianship and predation of garden birds 

overlapped. Table 6.1. shows the codes and sub-codes that emerged from my 

analysis, together with counts from each source. Examples of comments for each 

code can be found in Appendix A3.1. In-text references to comments are denoted by 

the source (GJ, SBM, etc.,) and a chronologically assigned number corresponding to 

the order in which they were written (see Chapter 2.3.3, Figure 2.5 for a full 

description of how Excel worksheets were constructed). Comments that were in 

favour of roaming and/or community cats were coded as ‘Pro-roaming.’ Stories of 

community cats or expressions of joy regarding interactions with feline neighbours 

were coded as ‘Community cats/roaming friends’ and the ‘Working cats/rodent 

control’ code was assigned to comments praising the utility of cats regarding ‘pest’ 

control. Others were coded as being ‘Against roaming’ and often cross-coded with 

‘Be responsible/control your pet’ and the belief that it is unneighbourly to allow your 

cats to roam. comments with this code were often cross coded as expressing the 
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belief that ‘Cats have a right to roam.’ There as a sizeable number of comments 

coded as ‘Poop complaints’ (54 comments, Table 6.1) which ranted about cats 

defecating on lawns, followed by ‘Trespass/damage complaints’ and ‘Cats killing 

other animals’ or spreading disease (‘Zoonosis’). There were also discourses about 

how cat guardians have a responsibility to prevent overpopulation (‘Neuter your 

pets’) and debates about the merits and dangers of ‘Bells & Collars’ to prevent bird 

predation and cats getting lost. A not insignificant number of comments were coded 

as ‘CatVsDogs’ which mostly appeared to be light-hearted banter praising one or the 

other species while demeaning the other (17%, Table 6.1). The comments assigned 

the ‘Cat hating’ code appeared to be expressing a genuine dislike of the species, 

although these might also be trolls, or simply individuals overstating their lack of 

interest in cats.19 

 

Figure 6.1. Coding the Group 1 Comments. 

 
Figure 6.1 Legend. Example Excel worksheet showing how the comments 
were sorted and coding prior to and concurrent with thematic analysis.  

 

Comments were coded to a given group by assigning ‘1’ to the respective column 

(Figure 6.1). This allowed easy retrieval of all comments within that code, cross 

referencing to other codes and subcodes, and ready correction of those later deemed 

as having been miss-assigned (due to the evolving definitions of categories and the 

 
19 Internet trolls are deliberately offensive and seek to cause discord and upset by hurtful or overtly 
inflammatory comments. 
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ambiguous nature of some comments). Final counts for comments assigned the 

various codes are provided in Table 6.1.  

 

Table 6.1. Counts of coding of Category 3 comments. 
Coding S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 Total 
Total 45 43 23 69 30 115 27 352 
Pro roaming 6 19 2 7 4 12 3 53 
Cats have a right to roam 0 2 3 2 1 5 1 14 
Community cats/roaming 
friends 

5 6 0 2 3 5 8 29 

Working cats/rodent control 5 12 1 5 4 15 4 46 
Against roaming 25 16 3 34 6 36 6 126 
Control your pet 11 9 3 18 14 26 13 94 
Poop complaints 6 8 1 17 2 17 2 53 
Trespass/damage 
complaints 

5 3 1 4 1 8 2 24 

Cats killing other animals 2 3 0 6 2 14 2 29 
Zoonosis 0 5 0 3 0 1 0 9 
Bells & Collars 1 0 5 4 2 9 1 22 
Neuter your pets 10 1 0 2 2 3 3 21 
CatVsDogs/’no one owns a 
cat’ 

4 8 10 17 4 15 3 61 

Cat hating 4 2 3 22 5 24 2 62 
 

6.3.2. Coding the survey part C. 
 

The same Group 3 (‘neighbourhood’) codes (see above, Section 6.3.1) were applied 

to qualitative responses to survey questions S1Q1, S1Q4, S2Q2, S3Q5, S4Q2, 

S4Q3 (Appendix A4.2.2). These asked respondents to explain how they felt about a 

series of images of a cat in a garden (S1Q1), street cats being fed (S1Q4), and a cat 

sat on a car (S2Q2). The optional spaces provided in conjunction with S3Q5 and 

S4Q3 allowed respondents to expound upon their thoughts on trap-neuter-release 

(TNR) initiatives their views on unowned cats, respectfully. S4Q2 provided additional 

optional space for respondents to say more about the extent to which guardians 

should be responsible for their cats’ activities (predation, property damage, 

defecation). 

 

Excel worksheets were organised in a similar fashion to those used for the comment 

data (Section 6.3.1, Figure 6.1). However, for the survey data, open-ended 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 199 of 445 

 

responses could be cross referenced to other responses and demographic data from 

that participant (see Appendix A4.2.3 for demographic questions and A4.3 for 

demographical data). A key difference between the sub-codes from the comment 

analysis and survey analysis is that the later would have been influenced more 

directly by the questions. For example, question S4-Q2a asked on a 5-point Likert 

scale how much respondents agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘Cat owners 

should be responsible for their pets’ activities (predation, property damage, 

defecation)?’ Survey respondents are referenced in text as ‘S’ (for survey) or ‘P’ (for 

pilot survey) and a number assigned to each individual respondent, e.g., S1.    

   

Table 6.2. Counts of coding from Group 3 responses from the survey. 
Code Comment Total 
Bad neighbour/be 
responsible/control 
your pet 

(S4Q2a) Agreed that: ‘Cat owners should be 
responsible for their pets’ activities (predation, 
property damage, defecation) 

55/75 
(73%) 
 

Against roaming (S4Q3a) Agreed that: ‘Pet cats should be kept 
permanently indoors (or only allowed outside on a 
lead or in an enclosed space)’ 

19/75 
(25%) 

Poop complaints  See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 5/75  
(7%) 

Zoonosis See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 1/75 
Trespass/damage See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 6/75 
Cats killing other 
domestic animals 

See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 1/75 

Cat hating See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 0 
Pro roaming (S4Q3a) Disagreed that: ‘Pet cats should be kept 

permanently indoors (or only allowed outside on a 
lead or in an enclosed space)’ 

38/75 
(52%) 

Cats have a right to 
roam 

See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 13/75 
(17%) 

Community 
cats/roaming 
friends 

See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 3/75 

Neuter your pets See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 2/75 
TNR (S3Q5) Opinions solicited from all survey 

respondents  
75/75  
(100%) 

Bells/collars  See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 3/75 
Working cats/rodent 
control 

See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 1/75 

CatVsDogs/’nobody 
owns a cat’ 

See coding for comments (Table 6.1, Appendix A3.3) 9/75 
(12%) 
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6.4. Neighbourhood cats: free-spirits or out of control hooligans? 
 

6.4.1. Hybrid communities and cats in the community. 
 

Lestel defined a hybrid community as one ‘in which living beings (subjects, individual 

persons in varying degrees), live together, and share: meanings (semiotics), interests 

(conflicting spaces), affects (emotional and psychological dimension)’ (translated by 

Blanc, 2020, p. 413). Micro-segregation results from class, racial, and ethnic 

hierarchies, but interactions within and between these groups produce a shared 

urban culture and collective hybrid communities (Shortell & Krase, 2010). It is worth 

emphasising that urban spaces are more than just human societies and human 

architecture, and human societies are more than societies where humans interact 

with other humans. According to Lestel (2014a, p. 94), every human society ever 

studied has ‘developed privileged relations (that is to say that they are not purely 

instrumental) with at least one non-living – animal or vegetable – natural species 

which is found to be a part of the society considered ipso facto.’ The discourses 

examined here highlight the different attitudes and cultural expectations regarding 

cats and cat guardianship within ‘Westernised’ societies. While cats do influence 

humans (explored in Chapter 7), they none-the-less appear to live in a human 

dominated society.   

 

Tsing (2012) postulated that the history of humanity is an entwined web of 

interspecies dependences. Lestel (2014b) used the concept of ‘hybrid communities’ 

to understand the relationship between humans and other animals that cohabit the 

same space. These hybrid communities share common interests, attempt to 

reconcile conflicting interests, and in doing so co-create shared meanings (Lestel, 

2014b). However, Lestel (2014a, p. 93) asserted that ‘human societies do not exist,’ 

meaning there are no cultures comprised solely of human animals. Nonetheless, the 

issue of power relations that exist between human and other animals cannot be 

ignored. Nor can the tendency of human animals to distance themselves from their 

inherent animality. Furthermore, animality, stressed Lestel (2014b, p. 62) ‘is 

determined by the relations that humans and animals develop together, relations that 

are subject to the history of the human.’ In human dominated societies, those 
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animals deemed most close to humans (e.g., companion animals), or who please or 

serve humans in some ways are privileged. Those that threaten or inconvenience 

humans are vilified and persecuted. This is exemplified throughout my datasets, 

where discourses were mostly couched in anthropocentric terms. However, 14/352 

(4%) of comments (Table 6.1) and 13/75 (17%) of survey respondents (Table 6.2) 

asserted that cats have a right to roam (examined further in Section 6.5.1).  

 

Of the Group 3 comments, 36% expressed opinions against roaming urban cats and 

cited reasonings including trespassing, property damage, defecation, and of killing 

other animals (Table 6.1). When asked the direct question, 19/75 (25%) survey 

respondents agreed that companion cats should be confined (Table 6.2) and 

provided similar reasoning (although cat welfare was also included in the survey 

responses). Several quantitative studies on attitudes towards roaming cats have 

been conducted, with attitudes varying between communities. An Australian-based 

study found many of those who did not keep cats also cited ‘nuisance-behaviours’ of 

neighbourhood cats as a main reason for restricting roaming (Toukhsati et al., 2012). 

A nationwide Danish study reported that the prominent concern with roaming cats 

was their ‘behaviour’ (defecating in gardens, scratching cars, etc.), rather than 

predation of wildlife (Sandøe et al., 2018). As such, cats were deemed potential 

sources of conflict between neighbours. The study concluded that many Danes 

believe cats should be free to roam, but a significant minority strongly disliked cats 

and would prefer restrictions on roaming (Sandøe et al., 2018). As discussed in the 

introduction to this chapter (Section 6.2.3), the City of Calgary implemented a bylaw 

that extended to unleashed cats (as well as dogs) following complaints of cats 

defecating in gardens (Rock, 2013). An Ohio-based study found that perceptions and 

attitudes toward roaming cats varied considerably among different residential areas 

(Lord, 2008). My thesis seeks in part to go beyond generalisations and explore the 

nuanced discourses surrounding roaming cats in urban neighbourhoods (both 

companion animals and free-living cats). First, I looked at how cats are perceived as 

welcomed garden visitors, valued as ‘pest’ controllers, or shunned as nuisances.  
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6.4.2. From working cats to unruly thugs. 
 

There are over 10 million ‘owned’ cats in the UK, a further 130,000 in shelters, and 

the number of free-living urban cats has been estimated at almost one quarter million 

(McDonald & Skillings, 2021). If free-living urban cats have access to concentrated 

food sources, they can band together in colonies that are capable of sustaining up to 

1000 cats per Km2 (Jaroš, 2018; Turner, 2013). The average density of free-living 

urban cats in the UK is estimated to be 9.3 cats per km2, but abundance increases 

with human population density, with densities of up to 57 cats per Km2 reported in 

some areas (McDonald & Skillings, 2021). Throughout my datasets, ‘too many cats’ 

were invariably perceived as a problem. Be it because they are uncared for and 

multiplying, or because they belong to ‘inconsiderate’ neighbours who allow them to 

roam, cats are not always welcome. Occasionally they were defended in their 

traditional role as ‘pest’ controller, but more often their hunting habits were a point of 

contention. 

 

6.4.2.1. Cats at work. 

 

‘Current cultural shifts in Western countries have changed the position of the cat to a 

companion animal, and its [sic] traditional role as a pest controller is no longer 

recognized by city dwellers’ (Jaroš, 2021, p. 705). A few people still value cats in this 

more traditional role of controlling rodent populations. More often ‘working cats’ were 

mentioned in my datasets in the context of a farm cat, but a minority did allude to 

urban cats in this role. For example, ‘we need our cats in our neighbourhood without 

them the rat population would be out of control’ (DMUKb54). And a comment from 

the USA pointed out ‘The city of Chicago has released cats to kill rats’ (DMUKb34), 

alluding to a programme initiated by a local shelter called Tree House Humane 

Society.20 The program, named ‘Cats at Work’ places two or three felines outside 

residences and businesses to deal with the city’s rodent ‘problem’ (Oladipo, 2021). 

Since 2012, around 1000 cats have been released (typically around 10 per month) by 

the project (Tree House Humane Society, n.d.). Those released (or re-released) are 

healthy free-living cats deemed unlikely to thrive in a human home environment. 

 
20 https://treehouseanimals.org/   
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These cats are part of the shelter’s trap-neuter-vaccinate-release (TNVR) 

programme, and after spaying or neutering, and being vaccinated, they are typically 

re-integrated back into their original colony or assigned one with a registered 

caretaker (Oladipo, 2021, p. np). The Tree House Humane Society believe this is a ‘a 

win-win for both humans and cats.’ According to the programme’s webpage, there is 

a long waiting lists of Chicago business owners requesting a cat to resolve their 

rodent ‘issue’ (Tree House Humane Society, n.d.). After pointing out that cats ‘do a 

lot of good by killing rodents, and other animals that spread diseases’ (CBC1), one 

comment went on to describe personal joy associated with roaming cats:  

‘It is always a delight to have [cats] in your neighbourhood, nothing brightens 
your day like a random cat that runs up against your leg, or starts purring for 
no reason’ (CBC1).  

This, and similar comments suggested that the rodent-catching ‘virtues’ of cats might 

be constructed to justify roaming cats. Research on roaming urban cat and rat 

populations suggested that a feline presence reduces rat-sightings by causing rats to 

relocate rather than by reducing their numbers (Parsons et al., 2018). From the 

perspective of the individual human or business owner, the ‘problem’ is solved, but 

for those concerned with feline predation of other species it remains controversial.  

 

6.4.2.2. Cats at (foul)play. 

 

The willingness to accept, or even welcome feline predation of rodents contrasted 

sharply with that of bird predations (see Chapter 4), further exemplifying how humans 

deem other animals as ‘transgressive’ or ‘unruly bodies’ (Palmer, 2003a). Rodents, 

especially rats, have a long history of being framed as undesirables who ‘steal’ 

human food, spread disease, and represent social degradation. Despite the rise in 

rats occupying the status of companion animal, they remain on the fringes of ‘pet-

keeping’ culture (Fox, 2006). Cats on the other hand are more often kept as 

companion animals than in the traditional role of ‘working cats’ who are encouraged 

to hunt rodents. Both rats and cats are anthropocentrically categorised according to 

their relationships with humans and each other (pet, pest, homeless, farm, feral, 

laboratory). Schuurman and Dirke (2020) argued that the positions of both species 

(cats and rats) are growing increasingly liminal, with individuals fluctuating between 

categories and relational networks becoming ever more entangled. Like the urban fox 
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(Palmer, 2003a), cats become transgressive when they kill birds instead of mice, 

scavenge in rubbish bins, defecate in gardens, or overrun the neighbourhood.  

 

Under a framework of parenting styles, Chapter 3 explored how cat guardians 

navigated feelings of pride and distain regarding their felines hunting habits (Chapter 

3.6.2). Chapters 4 and 5 discussed how wildlife is predominantly accredited a higher 

intrinsic worth over free-living cats, and cat hunting habits are a point of contention 

for this reason. The killing of wildlife, especially birds, is also a topic for neighbour 

tensions and conflict. Discourses in the urban context included comments such as:  

‘I hate cats, next door [h]as got 3 and we never have birds in the garden’ 
(DMUKb124). 

Such upset is unsurprising, given that small garden birds are invariably liked and 

welcomed (Belaire et al., 2015; Clucas & Marzluff, 2012; Horvath & Roelans, 1991; 

Jones & Reynolds, 2008). Around the world, people put up tables and feeders to 

provide for and encourage small birds to visit their garden. Households providing 

food for birds have been estimated at between 43-50% for the USA, 34-75% in the 

UK, and 38- 57% in Australia (for references to these figures see Jones & Reynolds, 

2008).  

  

There was also the issue of cats disturbing or killing other domestic animals, which 

was a point of contention for a commenter claiming, in multiple posts, that 

neighbourhood cats killed their ducks (DMUK21, 82, 197). Another complained that, 

together with bird-killing and defecation, a cat that visited their garden caused 

tremendous stress for their dog (CBC46). In these examples, commenters were 

understandably valuing their companion animals above the neighbour’s cat. Even cat 

guardians were apt to complain about roaming neighbourhood cats entering their 

gardens and causing distress to their indoor cat. In response to the question of 

whether cat guardians should be responsible for the activities of their roaming cats 

(S4-Q2, Appendix A4.2), a respondent wrote:  

‘If the cat has killed a wild bird & a neighbour is against that too bad. If the cat 
is eating chickens of a neighbour the owner should be putting restrictions in 
place to prevent this’ (P5).  

The above comment is interesting because it highlighted commonly held notions of 

value assigned to other-than-human animals in terms of human utility. While it could 
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be argued that cat guardians have a moral obligation to prevent their cat from 

harming others, this comment exemplified the view that when other-than-human 

animals are considered ‘property’ they should be controlled and protected.  

 

6.4.3. Transgressive behaviours, turds, and bad neighbours. 
 

The second question in the second section of my survey (S2-Q2a, Appendix A4.2.2) 

presented an image of a healthy-looking cat sat on a car (Figure 6.2, below). 

Respondents who liked this image indicated that they liked cats in general and stated 

this appeared to be a healthy, happy cat. Those who were either indifferent or 

disliked the image explained their answers in terms of either a general dislike of cats, 

concern for the safety of outdoor cats (see Chapter 3), or the opinion that cats should 

be kept indoors to prevent wildlife predation or trespassing. A respondent from 

Canada disliked the image, stating ‘cats are indoor pets’ (P19), and her other 

responses indicated this belief is driven primarily by a desire to protect them, but also 

from a distaste of their killing instinct. Other comments and survey responses 

expressed annoyance and sometimes anger regarding nuisance behaviours and 

‘irresponsible’ cat guardians.  

 

Figure 6.2. Five-point Likert responses to an image of a cat sat on a car. 
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Figure 6.2. Legend. Response counts from the survey question S2Q2, asking 
participants to respond to an image of a healthy-looking cat sat on a car using 
a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The image shown above (Figure 6.2) was intentionally chosen to provoke 

respondents who objected to cats walking over their car, based on a minority of 

comments expressing distain for felines who allegedly damage their property. A UK 

resident claimed that ‘most people don’t like cats on their cars’ (P2), something that 

was not really supported by the other respondents. However, elsewhere in the 

survey, responses reflected prominent discourses found in the user comments 

related to ‘nuisance’ behaviours. In response to the statement ‘cats should be kept 

inside’ (S4-Q3a, b, Appendix A4.2.2), UK respondents were much more likely to 

object to cats being confined, claiming it is unfair to the cat (Chapter 3). However, not 

all UK residents are fond of cats roaming their neighbourhood. Some used the space 

to emphasise their dislike of cats:  

‘It seems to be the only way to stop cats defecating in the gardens of others or 
preventing them from catching birds when people have put out bird feeders’ 
(S51).  

Another UK resident said they were, 

‘sick of neighbour cats leaving dead birds and turds in the garden’ (S17).  

The above comments were directed towards cat guardians, rather than the cats 

themselves, which both deflected blame and took away feline agency.  

 

6.4.3.1. Don’t blame the cats! 

 

‘Don't blame the animals because they have bad owners’ (DMUKb128).  
 

Often, humans were blamed for feline transgressions. What is interesting is how cat 

guardians judged each other. Chapter 3 examined discourses where guardians 

accused each other of being cruel or uncaring by either confining their cat or allowing 

them to roam. Here the focus is on being ‘unneighbourly’ with guardians of roaming 

cats being looked down on. In response to the Jackson Galaxy YouTube video on 

the pros and cons of keeping your cat indoors (Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1), several 

comments pointed out how it was more ‘neighbourly’ to confine your cats to your 

property. A cat guardian wrote,   
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‘Keeping your cat indoors also keeps you on better terms with your neighbors 
[US spelling]. No one wants their yard used as a litter box. My cat goes 
outside in my backyard with me present’ (GJ347).  

Those without cats were even more likely to speak out against unwelcomed feline 

guests: 

‘Yeah, well I don't appreciate other people's cats treating my backyard as a 
litter box. … Letting cats run free is highly unneighborly [sic]’ (SBM17).  

The unspoken assumption from many of the comments was that other-than-human 

species may co-exist alongside humans, but only if they please humans or do not 

cause inconvenience or discomfort to humans. Unlike wild species such as foxes, 

humans can be readily blamed for not controlling their cats. This goes beyond 

anonymous online gripes, and sometimes leads to in-person conflicts between 

neighbours. A commenter from the US claimed to have raised the issue of cat faeces 

with their next-door neighbour to no avail. They went on to state: 

‘Many owners who allow their cats to roam outside are quite insistent that they 
don't want their cats to lead boring lives. They think of nothing beyond that, 
mainly because they don't want to have to scoop out smelly litter boxes. They 
prefer that their cats leave unpleasant surprises for their gardening neighbors 
[US spelling]’ (DMUKb160).  

This and similar comments demonstrate how many humans believe cats should be 

controlled, and that guardians who don’t control their cats are antisocial.  

 

False accusations and failure to apologise also create ongoing tension. For example, 

a survey respondent wrote about how their neighbours accused their cat of killing 

one of their pigeons. This respondent explained how they ‘felt really bad and tried 

keeping him [the cat] in, calling him back when he headed in their direction’ (P4). 

Tension between the neighbours grew when it transpired that another cat had in fact 

killed the pigeon, and P4 received no apology for the ‘embarrassing and threatening 

manner’ in which they were accused. 

 

6.4.3.2. The poop issue! 

 

Feline defecation was a prominent theme that emerged from the discourse analysis 

of the comments and emerged unprompted from survey responses. Of the 352 

comments from Group 3 (Table 6.1), 53 (15%) related to poop complaints. Out of 75 

survey respondents (Table 6.2), 7% also mentioned the issue of feline poop 
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transgressions. Contrary to comments from cat guardians invariably claiming that 

cats rarely defecate somewhere they cannot bury it, a survey respondent from the 

UK confessed to having a cat who did use their neighbours’ garden as a toilet (P4). 

They recognised this could be annoying, and said they were happy to remove the 

mess when asked. However, differences in opinion and failure to resolve grievances 

amicably can lead to ongoing hostility and conflict. Online platforms allow anonymous 

expressions of annoyance, but stories shared in the comments and survey 

responses demonstrated these sometimes these lead to face-to-face confrontations 

and conflict amongst neighbours. A UK survey respondent described how their 

neighbour would collect faeces their left his garden and leave it on their doorstep 

(P1). The outcome of this was that they started keeping the cat indoors most of the 

time until they moved, as well as providing litter trays in the garden for when the cat 

did go out. Less constructive methods of expressing displeasure over a neighbour’s 

cat using the garden as a toilet include ‘throwing it [the faeces] back into the owner's 

garden’ which the commenter confessed ‘doesn't make you feel much better’ 

(BBC252).  

 

6.4.3.3. Socioeconomic status: Posh indoor cats and deviant street 

cats? 

 

Complaints of trespassing cats, defecating on lawns, and predating of garden birds 

implied discontent coming from higher socio-economic demographics, because 

access to a private garden (rented or owned) is associated higher socio-economic 

neighbourhoods (McIntyre & Gayle, 2022). There is also a correlation with higher 

biodiversity and urban wildlife, including garden birds, in wealthier neighbourhoods 

(Leong et al., 2018). Previous studies have indicated that lower socio-economic 

communities tend to be more accepting towards free-living cats in the community 

(McDonald & Clements, 2019). In the UK, free-living cat abundance was showed to 

be higher in areas that were more economically deprived (McDonald & Skillings, 

2021), and similar associations with deprivation have been found with stray cat 

density in New Zealand (Aguilar & Farnworth, 2012). Some cat guardians berated 

‘lazy’ guardians for not taking the time to train their cat to go on walks in a harness or 

building catios. However, comments saying how they planned or wanted to build a 
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catio often cited money or the conditions of rental property they were living in as 

reasons for not having done so. It stands to reason that property owners and those 

with more expendable income can better provide for the needs of an indoor-only cat. 

Furthermore, pedigree cats are more likely to be kept inside due to both health 

concerns and the monetary value of the cat, as well as recommendations by 

breeders and cat fancy organisations (Plitman et al., 2019). Furthermore, given the 

cost of acquiring and keeping a pedigree cat (Jacobberger, 2023), they are more 

likely to live in higher income neighbourhoods.  

 

6.4.4. Social expectations of cats and dogs.  
 

6.4.4.1. The dog as an exemplar pet. 

 

Cats were frequently compared to dogs. Throughout the comments and survey 

responses, dog guardians were credited with being more responsible than cat 

guardians, namely because dogs are not permitted to roam freely or ‘trespass’ onto 

neighbours’ property. In response to various discourses about the transgression of 

roaming cats, comments frequently pointed out how similar behaviour would be 

unacceptable in dogs: 

 

• ‘If dogs ran loose and killed wildlife and crapped in your garden people would 

have something to say about it!’ (DMUKb12).  

• ‘If I allowed my dog to just run around the street, digging up gardens, 

defecating everywhere, attacking other wild animals & killing them I would be 

prosecuted’ (BBC256).  

• ‘No one would let their dogs roam outside. Cats shouldn't roam outside either’ 

(GJ344). 

 

The above ideas about dogs and dog guardianship reflected the social norms of 

‘Westernised’ communities, where laws on welfare and management are shaped by 

the concept of dogs as property (Srinivasan, 2013). Similarly, when asked the level of 

responsibility guardians should assume for their cats’ activities, such as predation, 

property damage, defecation etc., (S4-Q2a, Appendix A4.2.2), many responded by 
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pointing out ‘if a dog damaged property, the owner would be responsible’ (P6). 

Another pointed out how, 

‘Dog owners are vilified for not picking up after their pets but cats can defecate 
anywhere outside, spreading disease’ (S11).  

There was an element of resentment, or indignation prevalent in the discourses 

related to cat guardian responsibilities. A comment claiming to be from the UK read,  

‘…cat owners have no responsibility or liability for anything they do. Why are 
dog owners liable but not cat owners?’ (BBC157).  

There was also the notion that companion animals should behave in a certain way 

and be made to conform:  

‘In the same way that responsible dog owners take on the responsibility of 
ensuring their dog's behaviour is socially acceptable then so too should cat 
owners’ (S51). 

What is interesting about the above comments was that the ‘Western’ cultural norm 

of control of dogs was unquestioned. However, ideas about dogs and dog 

guardianship could be contrasted to cultures where dogs roam freely within the 

community (e.g., Arluke & Atema, 2017; Bradshaw, 2011; Miternique & Gaunet, 

2020; Savvides, 2013; Warembourg et al., 2021). In parts of Mexico, between 60-

85% percent of households with dogs (kept for protection and companionship) were 

reported to allow them to roam (Ortega-pacheco et al., 2007), and in Chile, stray 

dogs are part of the urban landscape where they have integrated into local 

neighbourhoods (Miternique & Gaunet, 2020). These communities are not always 

dog-positive, and in many cases roaming dogs are reviled in a similar fashion to the 

anti-cat discourses discussed here (Arluke & Atema, 2017). Savvides (2013) 

explored the concept of community dog-keeping in Bangkok, Thailand, and 

challenged the dominant Western narrative of dogs as near-human individuals within 

familial-like relationships with a dominant human. In many ways these dogs were 

conceived of in a fashion akin to free-living cats in this study, whereby community 

carers acknowledged they were not suitable candidates for rehoming. Furthermore, it 

was low-income communities who were more favourable towards the free-living 

dogs, and often fed them despite limited funds, while others feared the dogs or 

viewed them as otherwise undesirable (Savvides, 2013). In Concepción, Chile, a 

study of free-living dog populations found distinct canine-human cultures within the 

city that developed from two-way bonds formed between humans and stray or free-

living dogs (Miternique & Gaunet, 2020).  
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6.4.4.2. Cat haters and internet trolls. 

 

Dogs were sometimes presented in comments as an exemplar of the ‘ideal pet’ and 

consequently this was passionately contested. Even when the tone was light-

hearted, these discourses brought out stereotypes of dogs being loyal and of cats 

being aloof and independent: 

• ‘Dogs have masters ....cats have servants’ (DMUKa2). 

• ‘Cats Rule, Dogs just Drool’ (DMUKb240). 

• ‘Dogs are dense and need far too much attention’ (DMUKa43). 

• ‘Cats are only your friend because you feed them’ (DMUKa41). 

 

However, the comments about cats below the BBC article (Source 4, Appendix 

A2.2.4) were quite vicious in tone: 

• ‘Cats are absolutely useless… Dogs have hundreds of uses and are used in a 

lot of trades.’ (BBC26). 

• ‘Cats are horrible, sly and smug. Not like a dog, a dog is your friend’(BBC107)  

• ‘Cats. Disgusting vermin.’ (BBC209). 

In retaliation, comments emerged attacking dogs or dog guardians: 

•  [Dog guardians] ‘spend their time walking the streets carry little bags of 

Biohazard.’ (BBC185). 

• ‘Never heard about a cat ripping a kid apart’ (BBC315). 

This extreme dislike of cats was noted by a couple of comments: 

• ‘Has anyone else noticed that cat haters have an irrational cat hatred on a 

pathological level? Some even seem to think it's a choice between cats and 

dogs, like you can't like both’ (BBC141). 

• ‘A cat person will never say.. "Oh I HATE dogs" just "I dont like them", but dog 

people always say "They HATE cats." Always!’ (BBC184). 

 

Of the Category 3 comments, 18% (62/352) contained phrases that were coded as 

‘cat hating’ (Table 6.1). However, ‘hate’ might be too strong a word. Based on the 

comments alone, it would be impossible to determine how many are written by 

people who genuinely wished any cats to come to harm versus a benign dislike for 
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cats. Some of the stronger sentiments might be intentionally provocative or intended 

to troll, and it is not always easy to judge whether the intention is dark humour or true 

malice. However, the largest portions of ‘cat hating’ comments were found in 

comments responding to two sources, the BBC article (Source 4) and the Daily Mail 

article (Source 6, Appendix A2.2.6). The former was comprised of 32% (22/69) of 

such comments, and the latter of 21% (24/115) (Table 6.1). Despite some survey 

respondents clearly not liking cats, no responses were coded as ‘cat hating.’ This 

may be due to the smaller sample size but could also reflect how cat-hating 

comments were predominantly intended to upset the cat-lovers engaging with the 

user comments.  

 

A fear of those who might harm cats, sometimes backed up with experience, drove 

some guardians to attempt to curtail their cats’ roaming habits. A survey respondent 

from the UK wrote, 

 ‘I know people take things into their own hands if a cat even goes into their 
territory let alone defecates in their garden. My cats have been on the 
receiving end of people’s disdain for animals’ (P3).  

An ominous comment from the UK read, ‘They only visit my garden once!’ 

(DMUKb193). More explicit threats came from a prolific sub-commenter, most likely a 

troll, boasting about shooting cats who ventured onto their property. One commenter 

confessed to solving the problem to a cat visiting their garden, 

‘was a cardboard box and a very helpful and accommodating animal shelter 
about 50km away’ (CBC46).  

Hopefully the shelter attempted to verify that the cat did not have a guardian and that 

it was a non-kill shelter. Unfortunately, shelters are not always the best place for free-

living cats who are thriving outside. Especially if they have not been socialised to 

humans, these cats can become unduly stressed in such environments and are often 

not adoptable (Wolf & Hamilton, 2022).  

 

6.5. Biopolitics, pets and people. 
 

For much of their history, across different cultures, cat-human relationships have 

been typified by minimal control, with the cat wandering and reproducing freely 

(Bradshaw, 2013). In the past 200 years humanity changed considerably more than 
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over the preceding millennia that followed the dawn of agriculture. Except for barn 

cats, the role of cats as ‘mousers’ is largely redundant, and cats are predominantly 

kept as companions in contemporary societies (Farnworth, 2015). In the last half 

century there has been a large increase in the popularity of cats as companion 

animals, with the number of household cats doubling in the UK between 1965 and 

2004 (Sandøe et al., 2017). This has led to dramatic changes in the way cats are 

bred, kept, and cared for. Key changes are that neutering has become the norm, 

there has been a boom in organised breeding for specific traits, and an increasing 

number of cats are being kept confined with no, or limited access to outdoor space 

(Chu et al., 2009; Kurushima et al., 2013; Rochlitz, 2005; Sandøe et al., 2017).  

 

6.5.1. Cat guardian responsibilities and feline agency. 
 

Despite the above discourses revealing how many people believe cats should be 

subjected to the same laws and social rules as dogs, cats are not dogs. In contrast to 

the almost universal assumption within my datasets that dogs should not roam freely, 

ideas about cats were split and opinions that a cat is (and should remain) an 

independent creature were highly vocal. However, as discussed above, difference in 

opinions about how cats and their guardians should behave creates tension amongst 

neighbours.  

 

6.5.1.1.‘Owner’ responsibility. 

 

Based on discourses that took place within the user comments datasets, the survey 

endeavoured to build upon notions of ‘owner’ responsibility. When asked whether 

‘owners’ should be responsible for their cats’ activities, such as predation, property 

damage, defecation (S4-Q2a, Appendix A4.2.2), the majority agreed they should 

(Figure 6.2). When asked to explain their answer (S4-Q2b, Appendix A4.2.2) the 

comments revealed that, even though many agreed with the statement, there were 

caveats, and respondents recognised responsibility as being limited in practice. 
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Figure 6.3. Five-point Likert responses to the statement that ‘cat owners 
should be responsible for their pet’s activities.’ 

 
Figure 6.3. Legend. Response count from survey question S4-Q2, asking 
participants to respond to the statement ‘cat owners should be responsible for 
their pet’s activities’ using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 

 

Responses to the follow-up question suggested that contrary to the graph (Figure 

6.3), most respondents believed owners cannot be expected to be responsible. The 

reasons given referred in some way to the cats’ independence, making it impossible 

to police their activities. Although I generally opt for ‘guardian’ or ‘caregiver’ to 

describe the role of the human in the cat-human dyad, the choice of ‘owner’ in the 

survey question was intentional. This was in part to test how the term was accepted 

or if it was challenged. And while none of the survey respondents used the space to 

specifically object to the term ‘owner,’ several did allude to how the notion of 

controlling cats was problematic. For example, one respondent explained how ‘cats 

are independent creatures and thus sometimes hard to control’ (P17) and another 

that ‘The owner cannot control the cat it's a cat’ (P16). This assumption that cats 

cannot be controlled is another example of how cats are often viewed as wild-like, or 

not fully domesticated. As discussed in Chapter 3.4.2, the notion of a cat as an 

independent, semi-wild creature is deeply ingrained. Furthermore, this was 

questioned less by UK residents, who have not been exposed to the advocacy of US 

conservationist and animal welfare groups regarding the promotion of indoor cats 

(see Chapter 3.5.5). 

 

6.5.1.2. Nobody owns a cat! A right to roam? 

 

A prominent theme from the comments data was the notion that it is ‘cruel’ to confine 

cats and that they are living creatures who deserve freedom (see Chapter 3.5.3). 

This sentiment is also shared by several survey respondents, such a UK resident 

who described how a cat is ‘a roaming animal that requires fresh air and exercise just 
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as humans do’ (P16). This can cause problems when human neighbours disagree 

about whether cats have a right to roam or cross human-defined property 

boundaries. Following suggestions that cats should be confined, a sub-comment 

from the UK retorted,  

‘Cats have a legal right to roam. It will never change, nor will their behaviour…’ 
(DMUKb79).  

Indeed, cats in the UK do retain a legal ‘right to roam,’ based on the Animals Act 

1971 whereby cats are exempt from trespass laws that apply to other domestic 

animals. However, UK cat ‘owners’ are still subject to a common law duty to take 

reasonable steps to ensure their cats do not cause property damage or injury, and 

nuisance laws may be effective where a complaint or dispute arises (Cats Protection, 

2020; Laver, 2020). The discourse between those who resent roaming cats and 

those who believe cats have a right to roam seems not to progress. This is in part 

tied into different fundamental beliefs about feline agency and human control. For 

example, a comment complained that local cats ‘cross property boundaries’ 

(SBM156), to which a sub-comment responded that their cat goes where they please 

by pointing out ‘I don't "have" my cat on your property, the damn thing just likes it 

there’ (SMB157). Here the cat appears to be the subject of a dispute about whether 

they should or can be controlled.  

 

In contrast to the UK, many local councils in Australia have enacted cat containment 

laws that limit when and where a cat is allowed to go, with owners being subjected to 

fines (Eyles & Mulvaney, 2014). Furthermore, local bylaws are being enacted in the 

USA and Europe with the intent to phase out roaming cats. However, as discussed 

by Rock (2013), the success of any bylaw depends upon community acceptability. 

Regarding free-living cat population control, a Californian-based study determined 

that cat-guardians were more likely to oppose ‘cat-licensing’ and impounding in 

favour of trap-neuter-return (Dabritz et al., 2006). In the South-Eastern USA, 

residents reported more positive than negative experiences with ‘feral’ cats (Loyd & 

Hernandez, 2012). However, some groups will always have more influence when it 

comes to getting laws written, which are invariably in their own best interest. 

 

Four survey respondents likened cats to human children, and suggested guardians 

should take responsibility for both the cat’s welfare and any annoyance or damage 
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they may cause. Even cat guardians take this perspective, with those who confine 

their cats for their own safety often likening them to small children who need 

protecting (See Chapter 3). In the same manner, it is believed that the parent or 

guardian should take responsibility for any damage or mischief undertaken by their 

charge: 

’it would be the same if it was a person's child you should pay [as] they [the 
cats] are your responsibility’ (S30).  

This is an interesting perspective that builds upon the ‘parenting’ styles identified in 

Chapter 3. Furthermore, they offer an alternative to ‘responsibility via ownership’ that 

would be compatible with all approaches to cat guardianship. Namely, that you are 

responsible for any damage caused by your cat (as well as being responsible for 

their wellbeing), in the same way as you would be legally responsible for a child 

under 18.  

 

6.5.2. Collars, chips, and curfews. 
 

6.5.2.1. Control your cats! 

 

Being ‘neighbourly’ seemed to be tied into a belief that humans should take control 

over ‘unruly’ cats. A survey respondent from the UK wrote that if a neighbour’s cat 

damaged their property, they would expect that neighbour ‘to accept responsibility for 

the damage’ (S24). An Australian resident pointed out that,  

‘It's very easy to cat proof your garden. There is no excuse’ (S4).  

A comment also asserted that,  

‘All domestic cats should be licensed, have a bell ,and not be allowed to roam 
around the neighbourhood, and trespass on to neighbouring property’ 
(DMUKb126). 

Table 6.2. lists the various measures to reduce the negative impacts of roaming cat 

that were suggested in the comments. These included both community measures to 

increase the welfare of free-living cats, and ways for guardians to reduce the 

predatory or antisocial behaviour of companion cats.  
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Table 6.3. Suggested measures to ensure increased safety/minimise damage. 
Motivation Cited solutions 
To reduce the negative impact of 
outdoor cat predation and nuisance 
behaviour 

• Collars with bells or bright colours that 
alert birds to the cat’s presence 

• GPS collars 
• Neutering to prevent mating with feral, 

unowned, or other unneutered cats.  
The humane management of unowned 
(feral) cats 

• TNR/TNVR 
• Feeding stations 
• Feral reserves 

 

6.5.2.2. Collars and bells. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 4, it is predation of birds that causes the most concern 

amongst both pro- and anti-roaming cat advocates. Some believed the answer was 

to fit a collar and bell to your cat. For example:  

‘If you put a collar with a bell around the cat, at least the birds may have a 
chance to escape’(DMAU49).  

However, a direct response to the above statement pointed out, 

‘The trouble is that cats hate the bell and so pull the collar off’ (DMAU50).  

Indeed, some cats readily accept collars while others don’t (Arhant et al., 2022). Anti-

predatory collars were deemed an acceptable solution to reduce predation amongst 

many urban UK residents, but less so amongst cat-guardians who felt they were 

unsafe (Thomas et al., 2012). The potential dangers of collars (discussed by Arhant 

et al., 2022) were also pointed out, with the following commentor explaining, 

‘the collars have to have elastic sections or snap-open clips to prevent cats 
being killed if they catch it on something while climbing’ (DMAUa50).  

Furthermore, Cecchetti et al. (2021) found bells on collars had no effect on reducing 

bird predations in their study. Unlike collars with bells, Birdsbesafe® collars21 were 

demonstrated to reduce the numbers of birds captured by 42% while having no 

discernible effect on mammalian prey returns (Cecchetti et al., 2021). However, 

Cecchetti et al. (2021) determined the most effective strategy for reducing predation 

by companion cats was the provision of a high meat protein, grain-free diet, together 

with 5-10 minutes of daily interactive play. Collars also serve as a form of 
 

21 Birdsbesafe® collars are a brightly coloured design that alerts songbirds (who see bright colours 
exceptionally well) to stealthy hunters. https://www.birdsbesafe.com/  
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identification and clearly indicates that the cat has a home (without the need of a 

microchip reader). 

 

6.5.2.3. Training cats to come home for dinner. 

 

A couple of comments also mentioned they had GPS collars that allowed them to 

monitor how far their cat roamed (GJ1152; GJ1196). Although GPS trackers 

obviously have the potential of lost cats never being found, these seemed to be used 

more out of curiosity than anything else. The notion that you can train cats to come 

home at a certain time was also prevalent. Multiple comments described how their 

cats had a regular schedule, and that they had trained their cat to come home at a 

certain time: 

‘Arlo, is indoor-outdoor kitty. I go to work in the morning he stays in. I get 
home at 4:30 he gets a small amount of canned food and goes out then at 
6:30 he has come home for a regulated amount of kibble and is in for the 
evening. He was a stray and I have have worked damn hard at this regulated 
schedule’ (GJ66). 

Mostly ‘training’ involved establishing a set feeding schedule, but a few wrote that 

their cat comes to call.  

‘i whistle and my cat comes to me every time’ (GJ378).  

My case studies (Chapters 7 and 8) allowed me to delve deeper into how cats and 

humans co-created meaning, including examples of cats coming home to whistles or 

key jangles (regardless of the time of day).   

 

From the cat welfare angle, perhaps influenced by the guardian wishing to spend 

time with their cat, most routines involved ensuring the cat came home in the evening 

and did not go out at night. In response to multiple comments about the importance 

of ensuring your cat is inside at night, some also suggesting this helped reduce 

predation, a sub-comment pointed out that ‘Generally, birds are not around at night.’ 

(DMUKa47). Such comments are yet another example of people responding within in 

the context of their local environment, oblivious to the international origin of other 

comments (see Chapter 4.5.3). For example, coyotes were often cited as a reason to 

keep cats safe at night, but bird predation was the larger concern for those 

identifiable as being from the US or UK. In a similar thread, a comment from Australia 

wrote that, ‘especially at night cats decimate the wildlife’ (DMAU220). In parts of 
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Australia cats are threatening nocturnal wildlife (Baird et al., 2005), so arguably the 

comment about keeping cats in at night to reduce their ecological impacts were not 

misplaced (although a country of residence was not discernible from said comments).  

 

Keeping your cats inside at night might also be the more ‘neighbourly’ thing to do in 

terms of noise disturbance. A comment flippantly responded to the BBC headline 

(Source 4, Appendix A2.2.4) ‘Should cats be culled…?’ with, 

‘Only the ones outside my bedroom window at night keeping me awake’ 
(BBC207).  

While clearly not engaging with the article itself, this response indicated an 

annoyance at neighbourhood cats causing a raucous at night. Cats are active at least 

part of the night, but noise disturbance is most often caused by cats in heat, mating, 

or fighting over females (Cafazzo et al., 2019). This problem is greatly reduced by 

spaying or neutering cats, something most US and UK vets and welfare 

organisations strongly recommend for outdoor cats.  

 

Skoglund and Redmalm (2017, p. 9) argued that social norms for dog guardians 

‘regulate their dogs’ diet, exercise and reproduction ensure a healthy and numerically 

steady population of dogs, which in turn enhance the lives of humans.’ Thus, the 

lives of dogs and their human guardians are intertwined, and other-than-human 

animals use us as much as we use them. Haraway (2008, p. 262) emphasized this 

last point by explaining how as a dog trainer she ‘must adapt to the specific animals 

even as I work for years to learn to induce them to adapt to me and my artifacts in 

particular kinds of knowledge projects.’ So, by constructing social norms around dog 

(and cat) guardianship we are also being influenced by the other-than-human animal 

in how we react and adapt to their demands.  

 

6.5.3. Biopolitics and feline procreation. 
 

6.5.3.1. Neuter your pets!  

 

Feline bodies are controlled by neutering, and failure to neuter a companion animal is 

invariably socially denounced throughout the comments. The effectiveness of 

neutering as a social norm is supported by data that demonstrates almost 80% of 
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owned cats in both the US an UK are desexed (Chu et al., 2009; Sánchez-Vizcaíno 

et al., 2017). A prominent theme amongst the discourses examined here was the 

assertion that cats should be neutered, especially those who roam. In fact, the only 

objections to neutering came from proponents of killing over trap-neuter-release 

(TNR) of free-living cats. However, the belief that other-than-human animals, 

including companion animals, should be routinely neutered is not culturally universal. 

For example, under Shariah,22 religious scholars generally deemed neutered of cats 

unlawful because they belong to a category of animals not to be eaten (Mohd Kashim 

et al., 2020). However, based on the positive outcomes in terms of social wellbeing 

and cat welfare, Mohd Kashim et al. (2020) made a religion-based case that 

desexing of cats should be allowed and encouraged Muslim cat lovers and 

veterinarians to reconsider their anti-neutering positions.  

 

Palmer et al. (2012) made an argument that when reproduction was not an issue 

(e.g., dogs and cats who do not roam), neutering may not be ethically justifiable. 

While neutering of cats and dogs is routinely promoted by veterinarians in the US 

and the UK for health benefits, the belief that the benefits outweigh the risks is not 

universal amongst European vets (Palmer et al., 2012). One reason behind routine 

neutering of indoor-living companion animals is to make them ‘better pets’ by 

circumventing issues that displease humans, but do not directly affect the companion 

animal’s welfare. For example, motivating factors for guardians to neuter include 

reducing Tomcat spraying23, which offends human olfactory senses and damages 

their furniture. Reasons that routine neutering might be problematic include research 

that suggests the risks slightly outweigh the health benefits, and that neutering is 

carried out to make life more pleasant for the human guardian (Palmer et al., 2012). 

Nonetheless, the overriding sentiment in the comments and survey was that 

companion cats should be neutered because there are ’too many cats’ already. An 

anecdotal observation from cat appreciation Facebook groups is that those who post 

about their cats having kittens are invariably inundated by comments berating them 

for not getting their cat fixed. Often the excuse given is that the cat escaped, which is 

something a queen is more likely to attempt when in heat (Mckenzie, 2010). Non-

 
22 The Muslim legal practice derived from the teachings of the Quran. 
23 Urine spraying is a form of territorial marking behaviour, performed by adult cats. 
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pedigree cats are neutered to prevent indiscriminate reproduction, but the 

reproduction of pedigree cats is also highly controlled.  

 

6.5.3.2. Domestication & breeding dependence. 

 

In response to the question of cat guardian responsibility regarding their roaming 

cats, one survey participant said this would be ‘impossible to police’ (P20) and 

another said, ‘cats can never be fully domesticated’ (S31). However, selectively 

breeding cats may eventually bring them more fully under the definition of a 

domesticated species. Pedigree breeding invariably selects for biological or 

behavioural traits that render an individual more dependent upon humans (Gregory 

et al., 2013; Kurushima et al., 2013; Lipinski et al., 2008; Montague et al., 2014; 

Plitman et al., 2019). These include health issues associated with in-breeding 

(Lipinski et al., 2008), and the regular grooming required by longhair breeds. Under 

the Group 1 coding (Chapter 3) one reason for keeping cats inside was due to health 

reasons. Of the 17 comments who indicated health concerns related to a specific cat 

or group of cats (Chapter 3, Table 3.1), five mention pedigree breeds (Ragdoll, 

Sphynx x2, Persian, and Russian Blue). Most interesting was the connection to the 

health or fitness of pedigree breeds with a compromised ability to cope outdoors. For 

example:  

‘I have a ragdoll they are not equipped to be outside so mine is strictly indoors’ 
(GJ254). 

Sphynx cats are hairless, and because of this a commenter pointed out: 

‘We have Sphynx, so they are naturally indoor-only cats. Outside they would 
freeze to death in the winter and get sunburned (and risk skin cancer) in the 
summer’ (SBM74). 

A central argument against cats being fully domesticated, according to some 

definitions of a domesticated animal, is their lack of dependence on humans. What is 

more, populations thrive in habitats where they are neither directly nor indirectly 

dependent on humans for survival (Fitzgerald & Turner, 2000; Medina & Nogales, 

2007; Trouwborst et al., 2020). However, pedigree breeding selects for traits that 

render cats less able to thrive without humans (Bessant et al., 2018). The comments 

above attested to how pedigree breeding leads to an inheritable increased 

dependence on humans. Arguably, ‘the only populations of cats which can be 
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unambiguously classified as domesticated are the various pedigree breeds’ 

(Bradshaw et al., 1999, p. 247). This argument derived from fact that these pedigree 

cats do less well without human intervention and require additional care. For 

example, Persian cats require daily grooming and do not thrive on the streets 

because their fur gets matted, causing skin sores and infections.  

 

However, some of these breeds appear to have also accumulated traits that render 

them better suited personality-wise to confinement (Salonen et al., 2019). In support 

of this, a response to the Jackson Galaxy video a comment read: 

 ‘The most important thing is what the cats want. Not every cat wants to be 
outside like not every cat likes to be inside. Ragdoll do seem to prefer indoor 
whereas non-pedigree or exotic cat breeds like Bengals prefer outside’ 
(GJ1069).  

Salonen et al. (2019) measured behavioural traits across 19 distinct cat breeds and 

found differences, including those associated with personality and social behaviours. 

For example, Korat and Devon Rex cats were most likely to seek out human contact. 

Salonen et al. (2019) discussed their findings within the context of four previous 

studies on feline personality and behaviour in specific breeds and noted how, despite 

different methodologies being used, the findings were surprisingly consistent. 

Pedigree breeding of cats selected primarily for aesthetic traits, and these often 

render a cat less able to cope without human care (e.g., maintenance of the coats of 

long-haired breeds or breathing problems associated with the brachycephalic 

morphology of snubbed nosed breeds such as the Persian or Burmese – see 

Bessant et al., 2018). However, the personality traits more amenable to living indoors 

may have co-evolved, perhaps because more relaxed cats were easier to breed 

from. By rendering them more dependent on humans, selective breeding of pedigree 

cats arguably makes them more domesticated than non-pedigree cats.  

 

6.5.4. TNR and getting involved with community cats. 
 

As discussed above, intentional breeding of cats may be selecting for traits that 

endow increased dependency on humans. Similarly, widespread neutering of healthy 

free-living cats would reduce ‘independent living’ traits from the gene pool. 

Acknowledging this, Bradshaw (2013, p. 260) suggested that selectively breeding for 
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temperament and other traits that would render cats better able to adapt to twenty-

first-century lifestyles was in the interests of cats. However, as Bradshaw (2013, p. 

271) pointed out, the ‘increasingly widespread practice of neutering cats before they 

breed’ means many ‘good’ companion cats (those happy and well-adjusted to living 

in human households) do not get to reproduce. Nonetheless, overpopulation of cats 

is a welfare issue as well as a potential conservation problem, and most shelters and 

cat welfare organisations practice and advocate for neutering.  

 

The practice of neutering companion cats and community cat neutering programmes 

are driven by the recognition that over-population leads to poor welfare and has 

negative impacts on wildlife populations. Regardless of whether trap-neuter-release 

(TNR), capture and confine, or lethal control was generally favoured, uncontrolled 

reproduction of free-living cats was mostly perceived as a problem throughout my 

datasets. Just over half (39/75) survey respondents believed some form of population 

control – either lethal control, neutering, or relocation – was necessary. That control 

is sometimes necessary was generally recognised, even by those adamantly 

opposed to lethal methods. TNR programs reduce feral cat populations, which is 

driven by motivations to improve cat welfare as well as any detrimental impact they 

might have on native species (Boone et al., 2019; Hiby et al., 2013; Levy & Crawford, 

2004).   

 

Figure 6.4. Five-point Likert responses to the question ‘how do you feel 
about trap-neuter-release (TNR) initiatives intended to reduce feral cat 
populations?’ 

 
Figure 6.4. Legend. Response counts from the survey question S3-Q5a, 
asking participants to respond to the statement ‘how do you feel about trap-
neuter-release’ using a five-point Likert scale (Appendix A4.2). 
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One of the most cited reasons given for believing free-living cats can be a problem is 

that they reproduce rapidly, therefore it is unsurprising that respondents also liked the 

idea of neutering feral populations (Figure 6.4). Almost 72% of survey respondents 

agreed that TNR programmes were a good idea, and those who had ‘no opinion’ 

explained that they were either unaware or had little interest in the issue or possible 

solutions. These findings reflect a USA-based study, where 76% of respondents 

strongly or mostly supported TNR. Unfortunately, studies show TNR as currently 

implemented does not work particularly well in practice, either in terms of efficacy or 

welfare (Crawford et al., 2019). One survey respondent echoed this doubt, saying, 

‘I am on the fence about TNR programs. Though I agree that reducing 
populations and preventing reproduction is a positive, I know they can still be 
vectors for disease and cause environmental issues via predation if released’ 
(S14). 

The simplest solution arguably is killing, and restrictions imposed on cat guardians, 

and this approach might satisfy some stakeholders (including wildlife). Lynn and 

Santiago-Ávila (2022, p. 806) referred to roaming cats as a ‘wicked policy problem’ 

because the relationship between science and ethics in public policy lacked a value-

neutral description or solution. ‘Any claim for or against cats is a value judgement’ 

and ‘there is no value-free technical solution to outdoor cats’ (Lynn & Santiago-Ávila, 

2022, p. 806). Even science is not devoid of bias based on value judgements. A 

study of the scientific literature on TNR identified a citation bias whereby those in 

favour of culling disproportionately cited failures and welfare advocates favoured 

studies reporting successes (Calver & Fleming, 2020). Amongst survey respondents 

there appeared to be a strong desire for TNR to work, and/or support for it as the 

better alternative for cats. A common sentiment was that killing was ‘Not acceptable 

when there are alternatives (even if these are less effective)’ (P15).  

 

Indeed, there are pros and cons to different strategies, and the successes of trap-

neuter-release (TNR) vary greatly. This is especially so between urban and rural 

contexts, and dependent on how one defines ‘successful’ (Longcore et al., 2009). 

However, a key determinant of success (in terms of reducing numbers of urban cats) 

appears to be a concentrated effort, followed by ongoing monitoring (Gunther et al., 

2011; Natoli et al., 2022). Essentially, for TNR to work, local authorities and 

community members need to be on board, supporting volunteers financially and 
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through training and oversight. In my survey I designed a question to determine the 

willingness to actively engage in TNR. Those who claimed they liked the idea of TNR 

programmes (n = 54) were asked whether they have or would consider volunteering 

(Figure 6.5). 

 

Figure 6.5. Responses to the question of whether respondents assisted in 
Trap-Neuter-Release (TNR). 

 
Figure 6.5. Legend. Responses from survey question (S3-Q5b) asking 
respondents whether they assisted in TNR programmes (Appendix A4.2). 

 

The fact that so many said they would consider being actively involved in trap-neuter-

release (TNR) suggests that volunteers could be recruited by initiatives that provided 

structure, training, and support and minimum commitment. Three respondents had 

experience or TNR, P23 (female, USA), S47 (female, USA), and S12 (female, UK). 

S12 explained her reasoning for being proactive: 

‘I take part in these programs, there is not enough homes for all these cats, 
feral cats wouldn't benefit from being owned and put in a household 
environment. The best thing that can be done is to stop them from producing 
more young’ (S12). 

 

Over three-quarters of the respondents supported TNR (Figure 6.4) and by far the 

dominant voice amongst the comments from all sources was that the only objection 

to TNR was that killing was preferable (and this a minority). Amongst the survey 

respondents, only a couple responded that they disliked the idea of TNR, saying ‘it 

would be better to humanely euthanise’ (S17). However, a female from UK thought it 

was ‘cruel’ (S38) and a UK male, a strong believer that cats should be wild and not 

owned, said: ‘stop mutilating animals for your own sadistic initiative’ (P21). A UK 

respondent also answered with a question,  
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‘Why do humans have the right to decide if there should or should not be 
reduced who made us god?’(S30).  

The above comments are noteworthy, as they were the only reference to cats having 

a ‘right’ to reproduce. In relation to the practice of routine neutering of companion 

cats (Section 6.6.3), I pointed out that this view is not culturally universal. The virtue 

of neutering companion animals is deeply engrained in North American and UK 

populations, promoted by the respective veterinary professional bodies (AVMA and 

BVA). Thus, it is unsurprising that the comments in my analysis were devoid of 

objections based on denying cats the opportunity to procreate.  

 

6.5.5. Domestication, domination, and social contracts. 
 

Palmer (2001) pointed out how the practice of spaying and neutering cats is not 

simply about making them sterile and preventing unwanted (from the human 

perspective) pregnancies. The more extensive surgeries are designed to 

‘desexualize animal bodies, and in addition, to produce particular behavioural 

changes: placidity, docility, less tendency to roam and a slackening in territoriality 

(and accompanying habits, like urinating on the furniture) (Palmer, 2001, p. 357). By 

neutering a cat, we are taking away some of their agency but at the same time their 

desire to roam is reduced. A neutered male will be more content to stay indoors, but 

he is not the same cat as he would have been if he were reproductively intact. A 

neutered male is also less prone to urine spraying (Horwitz, 2019), and urine-

smelling furniture is typically undesired by human household members. Thus, under 

a Foucauldian framework the repression of his sexual behaviour renders a cat 

‘productive’ in that he better fits into the social construct of a ‘companion animal’ and 

as such contributes to the social norm of guardianship.  

 

Would the neutered male cat consent to the process if given the choice? Arguably, 

as a companion animal, he might prefer the comfortable lifestyle of a pampered pet, 

a lifestyle that might be compromised by him behaving as an intact male cat. 

However, the neutered cat is not the same as the unneutered cat, and the latter 

might prefer not to live as a cossetted pet. Similarly, would a female cat willingly 

relinquish motherhood in exchange for herself and kittens not being subjected to 

persecution or poor living conditions? This question bears resemblance to 
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scholarship on contract theory and the notion of a ‘domesticated animal contract.’ 

Budiansky (1992, p. 13) proposed a domesticated animal ‘contract' was created by 

the historical process of domestication, which he claimed involved the voluntary 

association of wild animals with humans. Palmer (1997, p. 423) rejected the use of 

‘contract language’ because such a contract ‘could not be made by free and equal 

individuals who understand the nature of the agreement.’ Because ‘consent’ is 

fundamental to discussions of the social contract, Palmer (1997) objected to the 

usage of similar terminology in relation to a ‘domesticated animal contract’ on the 

grounds that it is misleading. Like the objections based on the sexually and racially 

biased nature of social contracts (Mills, 1997; Pateman, 1988; Pateman & Mills, 

2007), Palmer (1997, p. 423) believed the idea of an ‘animal contract’ ‘legitimates a 

relationship of increasing domination and control.’ Instead, Palmer (1997) suggested 

that domesticated animals do have a direct (quaasi-) contractual relationship with 

their human masters, and that they tacitly consented to domestication. Palmer’s 

argument rests on the premise that domestication was to their greater benefit, and 

therefore they would (if they could) have consented. However, domesticated animals 

did not exist prior to domestication and many species would not thrive (or even 

survive) in the environment of their ancestral species.  

 

6.6. Conclusions.  
 

This chapter described how roaming cats are viewed by some urban residents as 

unruly or uncouth, especially when compared to ideas about responsible ‘pet owners’ 

and dogs being kept on leads. Dogs were frequently presented as an exemplar of the 

‘ideal pet’ and consequently this was passionately contested. Even when the tone 

was light-hearted, these discourses brought out stereotypes of dogs being loyal and 

of cats being aloof and independent. Dog guardians were frequently credited with 

being more responsible, namely because dogs do not roam or ‘trespass.’ These 

ideas about dogs and dog guardianship reflected the social norms of Westernised 

communities and could be contrasted to cultures where dogs roam freely within the 

community (Bradshaw, 2011; Miternique & Gaunet, 2020). The notions of how a dog 

should behave are arguably a product of what Skoglund and Redmalm (2017) 

referred to as ‘doggy-biopolitics’ – a self-regulatory mechanism that reinforces 
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socialised norms of idealised dog-human relationship. Similar biopolitical 

mechanisms also repress feline bodies and cohere them into conforming to human 

notions of how cats should behave. However, social norms surrounding cat 

guardianship are complicated by conflicting ideas about whether a cat needs to roam 

and concerns for the wildlife upon which they predate. Furthermore, as discussed in 

the introduction to this chapter (Section 6.2.1), Felis catus may not be fully 

domesticated. Cats as a species occupy a liminal space as not entirely domestic nor 

completely wild (Crowley et al., 2020b). As individuals they occupy different social 

spaces within and outside of human-dominated societies (housecats, roaming 

companions, semi-owned cats, strays, street cats, cat populations living in nature 

reserves, etc.,).  

 

The neutering of companion cats is less controversial than roaming, and as 

demonstrated in this chapter, the failure to neuter a companion animal is socially 

denounced. Regardless of TNR, capture and confine, or lethal control was generally 

favoured, uncontrolled reproduction of free-living cats was perceived as a problem. In 

this respect, biopolitics and biocontrol of feline bodies is contributing to increased 

human dependence and driving the process of feline domestication forwards. This is 

producing cats who are more compliant and compatible with cohabitation within 

human households. Socially constructed norms serve to shame or condone cat 

guardians and guide how they control their companion animals in terms of 

confinement, neutering, and other practices. Pedigree breeding invariably selects for 

biological or behavioural traits that render an individual more dependent upon 

humans (Gregory et al., 2013; Kurushima et al., 2013; Lipinski et al., 2008; Montague 

et al., 2014). I argue that efforts to reduce free-living cat population, combined with 

ideas of protective guardianship (Chapter 3), and the increasing popularity of 

pedigree cat breeds (Plitman et al., 2019) is driving the process of feline 

domestication and as a species cats are becoming more domesticated.   

 

However, cats do have exert agency and as evidenced throughout the comments 

oftentimes resist efforts to confine or influence their guardian’s behaviour in some 

way. The following two chapters took a more intimate look at the lived experiences 

and bonds formed between cats and their human guardians. I adopted a case-study 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 229 of 445 

 

approach to understand cat-human intersubjectivity and the dynamics of interspecies 

families, as well as connections to the community formed by roaming cats. Many of 

the same themes examined in Chapters 3-6 also emerged from the case study 

analysis, particularly in relation to cats in the community and relations between cats 

and humans who were not their guardians.   
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7. Cat-human intersubjectivity and joint-meaning making.  
 

7.1. Preface. 
 

This chapter examines interview transcripts from case-studies of cat-human 

relationships under the framework of interspecies intersubjectivity and joint meaning-

making. By applying a discourse analysis approach, several themes emerged 

relating to how cats became integrated into multispecies families through mutual 

trust-building, interspecies communication, and cat-human intersubjectivity. 

Examples of co-creation of meaning within the cat-human relationships included 

special vocalisations or unique communications that were co-developed over time. 

From their guardians’ accounts, some cats seem to be inherently more eager to roam 

than others, regardless of their background. Furthermore, cats sometimes expressed 

desires that challenged their humans’ expectations, such as an eagerness or 

reluctance to roam. Despite being derived from the human perspective, these 

accounts provide insight into how both humans and cats built meaning and mutual 

understanding.  

 

7.2. Introduction.  
 

7.2.1. The ‘domesticating’ cat and evolving social skills. 
 

The ability to communicate with others is paramount to the survival of a social 

species like humans and wolves. Sociality can be broadly defined as the inherent 

ability of individuals to function within social groups, either with conspecifics and/or 

other species. Unlike the wolves from which dogs were domesticated, the progenitor 

species of domestic cats did not have complex social organisations, and lived 

predominantly solitary lives (Driscoll, Clutton-Brock, et al., 2009; Turner, 2013). 

Previous chapters revealed how some people think of cats as domesticated animals 

and others as wild-like, or not completely domesticated. Similarly, cats were 

perceived by some, especially those with little experience of cats, as aloof or 

independent (see Chapters 3 to 6). This may in part be because as a species cats 

are still evolving sociality (Brown & Bradshaw, 2013), and thus, exhibit behaviours 
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that are less relatable to than other fully social species. Furthermore, humans may 

more easily relate to the more extrovert canine personalities (Vitale Shreve et al., 

2019), and thus, associate sociality with domestication. Pre-Darwin, domestication 

was defined as ‘becoming accustomed to the household’ (Bulliet, 2005, p. 7), and 

alluded to a learned process that occurred within a single generation. In this respect, 

‘domesticate’ is a verb with similar meanings to ‘tame’ or ‘educate’ and any individual 

can become domesticated under this definition. People may perceive cats as being 

more wild-like because they don’t present the same set of social skills as dogs. 

However, contrary to this stereotype, many of the comments analysed in previous 

chapters attested to the close relationships many cats form with humans.    

 

How did a solitary ancestral wildcat species develop the sociality exhibited by 

housecats today? Behavioural mechanisms mediate individual fitness, which is the 

driver of evolutionary change in animals (Duckworth, 2009), and the capacity to form 

social allegiances may have been a key element in the domestication process. 

During the domestication process Neolithic farmers likely began intentionally 

provisioning cats with extra foods to encourage them to stick around and catch 

rodents. Thus ‘home ranges’ of wild cats around human settlements would have 

become concentrated and overlapping during the early stages of domestication 

(around 10,000 years ago). To mutually benefit from cooperation, animals that live in 

proximity require the ability to resolve conflicts without resorting to potentially 

grievous violence. The signalling repertoire of the ancestral cat population must 

presumably have changed as it evolved, such that cats became facultatively sociable 

(Brown & Bradshaw, 2013). Finka (2022, p. 2) described cats as ‘socially flexible’ 

rather than ‘socially obligate’ because they can adapt to group living (with 

conspecifics and/or humans and other species) but this is not necessary for their 

survival or wellbeing. By some definitions, cats are considered only partially 

domesticated, namely because their reproduction and freedom of movement is 

largely autonomous (Driscoll, Macdonald, et al., 2009). Brown and Bradshaw (2013) 

suggested that, given the solitary nature of the progenitor species and the relatively 

short time since the cat became domesticated, it is likely that communicative 

capabilities have not yet reached a state of evolutionary equilibrium. Thus, signals, 

both intra- and interspecific, may still be evolving. As kittens, cats show remarkable 
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adaptability to living amongst humans, other cats, dogs, etc., and readily adapt to a 

wide range of living arrangements, but this window of socialisation was shown to be 

limited (Karsh & Turner, 1988; Kotrschal et al., 2013). However, there seems to be a 

genetic component that renders some individuals inherently more friendly towards 

humans (McCune, 1995; Salonen et al., 2019). Finka (2022) reviewed the current 

body of knowledge regarding various factors that influenced sociability in cats and 

concluded that acknowledging the diversity in stress-tolerance and social skill of the 

individual was paramount for addressing welfare concerns. Some cats are born with 

the innate ability to develop the social skills necessary for harmonious group-living, 

while others struggle to adjust (Finka, 2022). Consequently, these cats are less 

prone to stress and better able to adapt to changes in living conditions, even when 

early socialisation is lacking.  

 

Both cats and their humans have the capacity to adjust behaviours in response to 

reactions from members of other species. In a study of 90 cats and their humans, 

Bernstein (2000) found that guardians could identify specific regions of their cat’s 

body and areas in their homes where individual cats preferred to be petted. Bernstein 

and Friedmann (2013, p. 78) described how the petting behaviour of bonded cat-

human pairs ‘resembled a reciprocal ritual, where cats were changing their 

behaviour, even leading their owners to specific places, to get their owners into the 

position that gave them maximum pleasure.’ It is well known that adult cats use 

vocalisations more frequently when communicating with their humans than with other 

cats (Turner, 2021). Auditory communications intended for humans tend to be higher 

pitched meows that are subjectively more pleasant for humans than those used by 

wildcat species or unsocialised free-living cats (Yeon et al., 2011). Modified purrs are 

a similarly learned behaviour, and a more urgent or ‘demanding’ purr is often used 

when actively soliciting food from their humans (McComb et al., 2009). Turner (2021) 

reviewed the literature on quantitative studies that observed various mechanisms of 

visual and acoustic interactions between socialised cats and humans. Cats who have 

been socialised to humans as kittens exhibited a friendliness towards humans as 

adults, which Turner (2021) noted will subsequently affect human attachment. Cats 

raise their tails upright as a sign of friendly intentions when approaching their humans 

or another familiar cat (Turner, 2021). This is something only Felis catus is known to 
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do and is a behaviour that may have evolved under the selective pressure conferred 

by the dense feline populations inhabiting the temple colonies of ancient Egypt 

(Serpell, 2013). Likewise, the so called ‘slow blink’ (a relaxed closing and opening of 

the eye) indicates friendliness towards strangers and appears to have developed as 

an inter-specific signal (Humphrey et al., 2020). Humphrey et al. (2020) reported that 

cats will approach an unfamiliar human more often when the human initiates blinking. 

While feline behavioural studies help us better understand cats, they may do a 

disservice to individuals who do not conform. For example, as a species cats do not 

have the same need for social interaction as humans and dogs do. However, 

although some cats become stressed in multi-cat households, not all cats are happy 

to be left alone for long periods of time (Finka, 2022). Likewise, purring is not always 

a sign of contentment, but can also indicate the cat is trying to alleviate stress or pain 

and is sometimes a form of soliciting attention from humans (McComb et al., 2009; 

Quaranta et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important to pay attention to the individual and 

what they may be trying to communicate. Furthermore, cats have a propensity to 

hide pain, especially from those they do not feel safe around (Monteiro & Steagall, 

2019). Research into expressions of feline emotion also supported the notion that 

guardians may be best placed to receive as well as interpret communications 

(Quaranta et al., 2020). But what are some of the ways in which a mutual 

understanding is achieved by individual cats and their humans? This chapter 

attempts to answer this question and gain an understanding of how meanings are 

made and communicated within the cat-human dyad.  

 

7.2.2. Cat-human intersubjectivity. 
 

Studies of feline evolution and behavioural science focus on generalisations. In this 

chapter I endeavour to examine how relationships and meanings are formed across 

species by focusing on cases of cats and humans who have developed an 

established relationship. I elucidate common themes arising from the unstructured 

interviews (see Chapter 2.4), while remaining cognisant of the unique and shared 

lived experiences of these individuals. Phenomenology as a branch of philosophy 

originated from series of lectures by Husserl (1989 [1917]) that explored an 

individual’s perception of the world and their lived experiences. As a method, 
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phenomenology is ‘the study of phenomena as they manifest in our experience, of 

the way we perceive and understand phenomena, and of the meaning phenomena 

have in our subjective experience’ (Neubauer et al., 2019, p. 92). A key theme within 

phenomenology is intersubjectivity, which refers to the shared space between 

conscious minds where shared meaning is made and assumes a shared sense of 

empathy (Beyer, 2020). In essence, intersubjectivity describes the ‘interchange of 

thoughts and feelings, both conscious and unconscious, between two persons or 

“subjects,” as facilitated by empathy’ (Cooper-White, 2014, p. np). The recognition 

that other animals also possess subjective minds led scholars to develop a concept 

of interspecies intersubjectivity (see Aaltola, 2013; Alger & Alger, 1997; Hurn, 2012; 

Irvine, 2004a; Smuts, 2006). Smuts (2006) described her relationship with 

companion dogs and how abandoning an over-reliance on training manuals in favour 

of being more attuned to what the dogs were communicating led to deeper mutual 

understanding and harmony within the multispecies household. In their ethnographic 

study of a cat shelter Alger and Alger (1999) found cats would learn what volunteers 

were trying to communicate (such as ‘come here’) and developed their own signals to 

communicate with volunteers. Examples included cats indicating where they wanted 

to be scratched or modifying vocalisations to solicit food, and these behaviours were 

modified in the context of cat-human interactions (Alger & Alger, 1999). In one 

example a cat indicated he would only eat in the sink by repeatedly jumping in and 

licking the empty cans, while ignoring his bowl of food, until the volunteer started 

putting his food bowl in the sink for him (Alger & Alger, 1999, p. 109). This required 

that the volunteers were attuned to what the cats were trying to communicate, and 

where feasible (and safe) accommodating the cats’ wishes (which reflected the ethos 

of the shelter in Alger and Alger’s ethnography).  

 

Intersubjectivity refers to the shared space between conscious (subjective) minds 

where shared meaning can be made. Husserl said of the ‘surrounding’ or ‘external 

world’ (external to the inner self):   
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‘This is the world of intersubjectively constituted objectivities, i.e., spirits, 
spiritual communities, spiritualized states of affairs and mere natural 
factualities, objectivities each subject belonging to the community can bring to 
givenness in his own way and from his own standpoint. And each subject can 
at the same time recognize, in virtue of mutual understanding, that what is 
given to him and what is given to his companions is one and the same thing’ 
(Husserl, 1989 [1917], p. 208). 

What Husserl (1989 [1917]) appears to be saying is that that to partake in 

intersubjectivity one needs only to recognise or believe that others also have a 

subjective experience of a shared world. Integral to the concept of intersubjectivity is 

symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interaction is a micro-sociological theory that 

explains the ongoing negotiation of meaning as an interactive social process 

(Blumer, 1969). Irvine (2004b, 2012) focused on interspecies symbolic 

interactionism, whereby meanings are created, reproduced, and modified via social 

interactions. A prerequisite for this is subjective minds that are capable of 

communication. However, as Irvine (2004a, p. 15) pointed out, ‘the capacity for 

intersubjectivity does not depend on language’ and humans and other species ‘can 

share thoughts, intentions, and feelings’ by other means. 

 

The potential intersubjective nature of feline-human relationships is further evidenced 

by behavioural and psychology studies. Ellis et al. (2015) reported human guardians 

could identify the context of a given vocalisation for their own cats but not of an 

unfamiliar cat. From the feline side, it has been demonstrated that many cats can 

learn their own names (Saito et al., 2019) and can discriminate the names given to 

cohabiting cats from random words (Takagi et al., 2022). Cats and humans might not 

always understand what each other are trying to communicate, but the literature 

supports the assertion that the potential exists for both species to develop signals 

with shared meaning. Although humans and cats are subject to the cognitive and 

behavioural characteristics of their species (Paul et al., 2020), they are also 

individuals who can co-create meaning. This chapter examines cat-human 

relationships through the lens of interspecies intersubjectivity and joint-meaning 

making. The aim was to qualitatively evaluate examples of contemporary cat-human 

relations in the home and in the community, and how these developed over time. 

Although analysed independently, themes emerged from the case-study analysis that 

were informed by previous chapters. Namely regarding different types of ‘pet 
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parenting’ (Chapter 3), internal and neighbourly conflict regarding predation by 

companion cats (Chapter 4), ideas about what it means to be ‘feral’ (Chapter 5), and 

the cats’ status in the community and relations with neighbours (Chapter 6).    

 

7.3. The cat-human case studies. 
 

Case study recruitment and analysis is described in detail in Chapter 2.4. Briefly, 

interviews were transcribed from eight case-study interviews and annotated with 

notes related to mannerisms and any interactions between cat and human 

participants captured on camera. Transcripts were copied to an Excel worksheet and 

divided into rows of ‘time bites’ consisting of ~2-6 sentences, identifiable by a time 

stamp corresponding to the recording. Direct quotes from case study interviews are 

referenced in-text with the human’s assigned an initial and time stamp (e.g., MH, 

02:43). Columns were added into the Excel worksheet to link chucks of timestamped 

text to the speaker (interviewer or interviewee initials), any annotations (laughing, cat 

appearing on camera, etc.), and initial coding themes (for a detailed description see 

Chapter 2.4.3). This first round of coding entailed making notes in the Excel 

worksheet columns (right hand columns in Figure 7.1), concurrent with rewatching 

the recording. Coded themes were first examined in the order in which they occurred 

in the interview, prior to reconstructing feline biographies chronologically (Chapter 8). 

I paid particular attention to emerging themes that built up those examined in 

previous chapters. However, the case studies enabled me to examine how meaning 

was co-created within these cat-human relationships and how the cats in this study 

integrated into multispecies families and interacted with neighbours.  

 

Figure 7.1. Example of how Excel worksheets were constructed. 
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Figure 7.1. Legend. Interview transcripts were first divided into rows 
corresponding to chunks of text (the ‘Transcript’ column), aligned with a 
Timestamp and Speaker information column. Additional columns were used to 
make notes and assign codes to the text.  

 

Cats’ names were not anonymised because their given names were often integral to 

the narratives. All human participants gave consent for their cat’s name to remain 

unchanged, but the human participants and identifying place names were 

anonymised. Video footage of cats appearing on recordings, together with shared 

photos and videos are catalogued (see Appendix A6.2) and used to provide 

additional context and limited visual assessment of feline body language. However, I 

remained cognisant of the fact that there was insufficient information for a meaningful 

ethological analysis. Thus, these served to supplement and enrich the discourse 

analysis and biographical reconstruction (see Chapter 2.4. and 2.5 for the theory 

behind and full explanation of how this was achieved). 

 

I originally sought cat-human relationships involving ‘feral’ cats, former strays, or 

street cats, but it soon became apparent that these terms meant different things to 

different people (see Chapter 5). Also included were cat-human dyads where the cat 

regularly roamed urban neighbourhoods, or where the cat had adjusted to living 

indoors. The relationship needed to be well-established and have existed for several 

years. A couple of participants described how their cats would befriend and visit 

human neighbours, and because my approach to recruitment and analysis 

overlapped (Saunders et al., 2018) I was able to select volunteers who had formed 

lasting relationships with neighbourhood cats. This allowed me to explore an 

emerging theme (cat-human friendships outside of the family) from a different 

perspective, namely that of the befriended human.   

 

7.3.1. Case study cats. 
 

For a detailed descriptive overview of each case see Appendix A6. The case studies 

represented two distinct but sometimes over-lapping types of cat-human 

relationships. Namely, 1) cats and their human guardians, and 2) feline friends who 

visit a human who is fond of them but does not assume responsibility for them 
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(‘Friend’ in Table 7.1, below). The first category includes former free-living cats who 

became part of a human household. 

 

Table 7.1. Overview of case studies. 
Human 
acronym 

Relationship 
to cat(s) 

Main cat 
name(s) 

Notes Country 
(location) 

MiH Guardian Mimi 
 

Former feral (first called 
Gollum, then Sméagol, 
abbreviated to Smeemi, 
and then Mimi). 

UK 
(countryside)  

FKH Guardian Fantastic, 
Kapow 

Former feral cats, 
roaming 

UK (town) 

CH Guardian Conkey  
 

Former street cat/stray, 
roaming (other cats stay 
inside) 

Italy (town) 

PALH Guardian Prr, Apollo, 
Luka 

Luka was a stray who 
moved himself in 

UK (town) 

PH Guardian Phoebe Roaming UK (town) 
 

MH Guardian Memphis, 
Tambo 

Roaming UK (town) 

SF Friend Sam Neighbourhood cat UK (city) 
MF Friend Morgen Neighbourhood cat UK (village) 
 

On a spectrum, Mimi (named Gollum in the beginning) was probably the ‘most feral’ 

and Luka and Conkey not feral in the sense that they were most likely stray cats who 

had previously lived with humans. This was based on how interviewees described 

the cat’s behaviour during their initial and subsequent interactions, and indicators of 

socialisation devised for cats bought into shelters (Slater et al., 2013; Vojtkovská et 

al., 2022) (discussed further in Section 7.4.1). Both MiH and KFH demonstrated an 

understanding of ‘feral’ as having never been handled by or had much contact with 

humans. MiH based her assessment of Mimi as being feral (never socialised to 

humans) based on his antisocial behaviour over an extended period of many months. 

KFH said she was told neither Kapow nor Fantastic were handled and were over 6 

months of age when she adopted them, which was something she said her vet also 

pointed out. However, Kapow and Fantastic were born to a companion cat, albeit one 

who lived mostly outside. The history of Luka and Conkey prior to being adopted by 

their respective human families (CH and PALH) is unknown, but their apparent 

friendliness and lack of fear suggested they were high up the socialisation spectrum 

(Slater et al., 2013). From Chapter 5 it became apparent that many people use feral 

to mean any free-living cats, including abandoned or stray companion cats. 
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Furthermore, CH explained that the meaning of the English word ‘feral’ in Italy is 

often confabulated with another word meaning ‘street-living’ cat.     

 

Some cats in this study seemed to be homebodies out of choice. MiH said Mimi 

became a house cat in his later years. Likewise, despite coming from the streets, 

PALH said Luka showed no interest in going back out. PALH also said Prr was 

supposed to be a cat who would go out, but turned out to be terrified of the outdoors 

and preferred to stay in. PH said phoebe chose to stay in for the most part and does 

not venture much beyond the garden. Conversely, CH believed Conkey wanted to go 

outside, and despite her other cats being indoor cats she endeavoured to 

accommodate his expressed desire to roam. Both Kapow and Fantastic go out, but 

FKH said Fantastic is more of a ‘homebody’ and does not venture far. She said 

Kapow goes further but is always back by teatime. Memphis and Tambo have always 

roamed wherever they have lived, and MH said she could not in good conscience 

deprive them of that.  

 

MH shared stories of how she had learned about the various neighbours Memphis 

had befriended over the years. Likely there were others who she is also unaware of. 

He stayed out for longer periods when they were living with MH’s partner and her, 

who MH said he did not get on with. One time when MH went on vacation Memphis 

went to live with a neighbour, causing concern for the person who was feeding him 

while MH was away. The accounts suggested that Memphis enjoyed wandering for 

the sake of socially interacting with other humans. MF’s account also suggested 

Morgan seeks out human company. MF does not know who Morgan’s humans are or 

where his home is, if indeed he has a home. However, FS does know Sam’s 

humans. Both MF and SF described how they derived joy and comfort from their 

regular feline visitors. Morgan has been visiting MF and her partner for over a year, 

and Sam has been visiting SF and her mother for over a decade. 

 

7.3.2. Emergent themes. 
 

My analysis began by looking at the various ways the cats in this study became 

integrated into multispecies families and how both felines and humans navigated the 
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process. Several themes emerged (Table 7.2) related to how cats became integrated 

into multispecies families through mutual trust-building, interspecies communication, 

and cat-human intersubjectivity. 

 

Table 7.2. Emergent themes from discourse analysis of the case studies 
transcripts. 

Integration into multispecies families 
Theme Description Examples 
OTHA family 
mediators  

Other-than-human animal family 
members acting as mediators to 
help the new feline family 
member integrate or trust 

• Max for Mimi 
• Apollo (& Prr) for Luka 
• Conkey for Leo 

Illness & 
dependence 

Cat reaching out for help during 
illness/injury and recovery. Or 
(eventually) accepting help. 

• Luka  
• Mimi 

Cat-guardian relationship-building and communication 
Theme Description Examples 
Respecting 
feline agency 

Respecting feline agency: Let 
the cat decide. 

• CH (Conkey) 
• MH (Memphis) 

Worry Concern about the cat’s safety 
while roaming 

• MH (Memphis) 
• CH (Conkey) 

Mutual trust Mutual trust building • CH & Conkey 
• MH & Memphis 

Cat-human 
communication 

Communication and joint 
meaning making (clicks, keys, 
meow) 

• Memphis comes to whistle  
• Conkey comes to keys and 

clicks 
• Fantastic & Kapow ‘Lassie’ 

(fetches FKH when one or 
the other is in trouble) 

Neighbourhood integration and roaming issues 
Theme Description Examples 
Hunting issues Ambiguous feelings regarding 

hunting behaviours 
• MH (esp. Tambo) 

Hunting pride Proud or accepting of feline 
hunting behaviours 

• PH 

Problem 
neighbours 

Threatening notes or 
conversations and disapproval 

• MH (angry note on window) 
• CH (concern from 

neighbours) 
Good relations Good relationships with the 

neighbours 
• Memphis (a local celebrity!) 
• Conkey (well-known/liked) 
• Sam (special door in fence) 
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For the richer, fuller discourses analysed in this chapter (namely case-study 

interviews, see Appendix A6.3), I applied a discourse analysis approach that 

examined emerging themes in the absence of a preconceived framework. This 

approach borrows from phenomenological inquiry in that it attempts to understand 

lived experiences and interspecies intersubjectivity, or joint meaning making. 

Husserl’s phenomenological approach prescribed an absence of assumptions and 

advocated that no philosophical or scientific theory should inform the inquiry 

(Husserl, 1989 [1917]). Rather than focus on what is given directly to the researcher, 

Staiti (2012, p. 40) interpreted Husserl’s phenomenology as more ‘similar to that of a 

natural scientist who has just discovered a previously unknown dimension of reality’ 

than the traditional philosophers’ pursuit of clarity. Thus, a natural scientist would be 

primarily concerned with how to appropriately visualise and explain the newly 

discovered phenomena to themselves and others before attempting to understand it 

(Staiti, 2012). However, Husserl also believed that subjective and objective 

knowledge are intertwined and that all knowledge ultimately rests on inner evidence 

– the individual’s intuition and lived experience (Neubauer et al., 2019). Thus, I first 

set out to describe the cat-human case studies and to note the prominent features 

and themes that emerged (Table 7.2). I paid particular attention to how the humans 

described their cat’s behaviour and personality, and the relationships they developed 

with these cats. The theory behind my methodological approach is described in more 

depth in Chapter 2.4. and 2.5. Briefly, I applied elements of narrative ethology, which 

prescribes an element of self-reflexivity in anthropomorphic interpretations (McHugh, 

1999, 2011) and philosophical ethology, which focuses on human animality, rather 

than human exceptionalism, to understand other-than-human experiences 

(Buchanan et al., 2014; Bussolini, 2013). As a methodology, narrative ethology 

entails the repositioning of the human within the world of the animal other, such that 

the human is no longer centre stage but viewed as a co-creator within a shared and 

intersubjective social world. (McHugh, 1999, 2011). Likewise, I followed the principle 

of philosophical ethology to avoid over-interpretation or dismissal of feline behaviours 

based on preconceived hypotheses or generalisations derived from behavioural 

science. Philosophical ethology recognised an animal as a subjective, irrepressible 

being who interacts with the world around them, and that human subjectivity is part of 

that animality. Importantly, the recognition of myself as a human animal with 
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subjective experiences can guide me towards a better (but never complete) 

understanding of the subjective experiences of more-than-human animals. In the 

following section I discussed each the themes identified in Table 7.2 (above) under 

three super-headings. Namely, integration into multispecies families (Section 7.4), 

cat-guardian relationship-building and communication (Section 7.5), and 

neighbourhood integration and roaming issues (Section 7.6). 

 

7.4. Integration into multispecies families. 
 

7.4.1. Welcome to the family! 
 

The ways in which the cats in my case studies became integrated into multispecies 

households ranged from human-led adoption to cat-led integration. Phoebe, Prr, and 

Apollo were actively sought out by their humans who were looking for a cat to adopt. 

Memphis and Tambo endeared themselves to MH and were subsequently adopted 

by her. FKH took on Fantastic and Kapow after learning of their fate - they were born 

outside, and their mothers’ ‘guardian’ wanted nothing to do with them. Conkey was 

the only ‘foster fail’ that CH, an experienced cat fosterer, confessed to. However, CH 

also said there was something special about Conkey and that on some level she 

realised very early on he would stay. Although Mimi eventually became a house cat, 

in the beginning he kept his distance and resisted attempts to help him. Most likely 

Mimi had never previously interacted with humans, but he was older and in need of 

veterinary attention when MiH first started to feed him. Luka was an example of a cat 

who arguably first initiated integration into his now family. Based on how PALH 

described him as emaciated and in poor condition when he first showed up, Luka 

was likely on the streets for quite some time. However, Luka had not been neutered 

or microchipped and no one came forward to claim him. PALH said she first noticed 

Luka sat on the windowsill interacting with Apollo. Soon after he came into their 

home and made himself part of the family. Because Luka was so comfortable indoors 

and around people, and because he used the litter tray immediately, PALH 

ascertained that he must have been ‘somebody's cat’ at some point (PALH, 13:59). 

Likewise, although Conkey was bought in off the streets as a cat who had not been 

microchipped or neutered, he was immediately at ease around people. Because of 
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this the volunteers in the rescue centre decided not to release him to their colony of 

free-living cats. Conkey and Luka’s instant trust of their new human family members 

can be contrasted to that of Fantastic and Kapow, and of Mimi, who took much 

longer. 

 

7.4.1.1. Trust building and adult socialisation.  

 

Research demonstrated a window for socialisation of cats to humans closes around 

three months of age (Karsh & Turner, 1988), and adult cats rarely adjust well to a life 

with humans if they do not experience positive interactions with humans as kittens 

(Slater & Shain, 2005). However, these early socialisation studies were controlled 

over a relatively short timeframe and given more time (and need) cats may be 

socialised as adults. Certainly, the anecdotal accounts on social media, and the 

responses discussed in Chapter 5 suggested previously unsocialised cats might 

become accustomed to living with humans.  

 

Fantastic and Kapow were not handled and probably had minimal human contact 

prior to being adopted by FKH at around 9 months of age. FKH said the vet even 

warned her they were ‘feral cats’ who had not been handled by humans (FKH, 9:49). 

Despite being from the same litter, she said Fantastic became socialised very rapidly 

whereas Kapow took longer and never entirely became at ease with other people. 

With Kapow, FKH said she would go into the room he was hiding in and just lie on 

the floor a few times each day. This went on for several weeks, until, she said, 

‘Eventually he came out and just sort of sat next to me and just looked at me’ (FKH, 

15:23). FKH said at first Kapow backed away when she stretched her hand out, but 

eventually came up and sniffed her fingers and let her tickle under his chin. This he 

seemed to like and from then on accepted her presence but remained very aloof for 

quite a while. FKH believed Fantastic, who more-or-less accepted being handled 

right away, influenced Kapow’s more gradual acceptance. Fantastic opened up to 

other people relatively quickly too. FKH described how he would sit beside her and 

use her as a buffer when people visited. She said, ‘he trusted I’d keep him safe’ 

(16:12). Eight years later (during the interview), FKH called them ‘a pair of pampered 

moggies’ who were ‘pretty cuddly really considering how they were to start with’ 
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(FKH, 05:42). However, FKH explained that both cats would hide if a stranger came 

into the house, and they would not allow anyone to approach them on the street. She 

said that Fantastic will generally warm up to most people who visit regularly, but 

Kapow will only trust a select few friends and family members. Fantastic and Kapow 

were born and raised by a mother who was socialised to humans. Although 

apparently left alone by their mother’s guardian and would have missed the four-

month window of socialisation to humans (Karsh & Turner, 1988), as kittens they 

likely would not have learned from their mother to be overly fearful of humans (as 

their mother was apparently socialised). Furthermore, there is evidence of individual 

cats being more able to adapt to changes in circumstances and that there are genetic 

components to this (Salonen et al., 2019). Thus, some cats may be born with a 

genetic disposition to adjust to changing circumstances, despite not having been fully 

socialised as kittens. Salonen et al. (2019) looked at ten feline behavioural traits 

across 17 breeds and detected breed differences for both social and non-social 

behaviour, which were independent from circumstantial variables. Furthermore, the 

friendliness of the father was shown to be an important determinant of kitten 

personality (McCune, 1995). And because the father rarely plays a role in kitten 

rearing, this is likely genetic. Therefore, Fantastic, and to a lesser extent Kapow, 

could have inherited behaviour traits from either or both parents that enabled them to 

better socialise as adults. Although both cats looked the same and where from the 

same litter, it is possible that they had different fathers (Natoli et al., 2000), which 

could also explain their different personalities. Alternatively, Kapow may have 

experienced trauma prior to being adopted that FKH was unaware off. Either way, 

the difference in sociability of these two littermates emphasised how cats are 

individuals whose potential to become socialised to humans as adults will vary based 

on circumstances, experiences, and inherited personality traits (nature and nurture).  

 

Mimi likely lived most of his life apart from humans and when he was older and in 

need of medical attention took much longer and even more patience from his human 

to build up enough trust to receive the care he needed. When MiH first moved to a 

remote location in a rural area of the UK, she would notice various free-living cats 

would come and go. There was a low-budget shelter nearby where cats would be 

brought in for neutering but not contained in anyway. When she first started putting 
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food out for Mimi, who she originally named Gollum, he would ‘hiss and snarl and 

back away flattened to the floor’ (MiH, 02:02). These are behaviours associated with 

unsocialised cats, and especially when such reactions continue during subsequent 

interactions, they are less likely to simply be expressions of fear induced by a change 

of circumstances (Slater et al., 2013; Vojtkovská et al., 2022). Slater et al. (2013) 

devised a spectrum-based socialisation measurement for adult cats who entered a 

shelter that was able to assess and differentiate socialised but frightened cats from 

less socialised cats. Using a variety of observations (body posture, hiding, etc.) and 

responses to humans (reactions to a human voice, greeting, etc.), the socialised cats 

displayed different behaviours over a short period of time (3 days) and following 

repeat exposure to human interactions (Slater et al., 2013). Conversely, unsocialised 

cats retained the same fearful body language and behaviour in response to human 

presences. However, in their study of sociability of cats brought into a shelter, 

Vojtkovská et al. (2022) found that cats who were initially rated with unfriendly or 

neutral scores often improved significantly over a one-year period. This suggested 

that adult socialisation can occur to some degree.  

 

7.4.1.2. From injury to trust 

 

MiH said that after about six months of providing food for Mimi each morning she 

noticed how his eye looked very infected and set up a trap to catch him. The fact that 

MiH said it took several weeks before she was able to get him into the cat box (MiH, 

03:47) strongly suggested he really had never been socialised to humans. A former 

companion animal, even after many years surviving without human intervention 

would likely take much less time to build trust or be at ease around a unfamiliar 

human (Slater et al., 2013; Vojtkovská et al., 2022).  

 

As discussed previously (Section 7.2.1), there is a lot of variation in sociability at the 

individual level, regardless of human intervention (Finka, 2022). The cats studied by 

Vojtkovská et al. (2022) were confined to a shelter, but not all the cats improved their 

sociability score. In the beginning of their interactions, Mimi was not confined and 

had agency in how he responded to MiH’s attempts to help him. At the veterinary 

practice they operated on Mimi to remove an in-grown eyelash that had become 
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infected. Because he needed a course of antibiotics, MiH said she had to keep him in 

a crate for about 10 days. MiH recalled how he was extremely angry about this and 

would hiss and snarl and try and attack her when she was offering food as well as 

medication. After the course of antibiotics MiH said Mimi, who was still called Gollum, 

looked in much better health. He was also keen to get away from his human 

caretaker. After releasing him, MiH recalls how he ran off into the fields rather than 

head to the outbuildings where he had previously hung out. He disappeared for 

several days and MiH remembered thinking they would probably never see him 

again. 

 

However, that was not the case and when he returned several days later, he seemed 

to have decided to trust the human who had taken care of him. MiH shared the story 

of how one morning she let Max (her dog) out and watched as he went running over 

to the outbuildings to meet Gollum [now Sméagol, which eventually became 

abbreviated to Smeemi and then Mimi], who came out of the outbuildings to meet. He 

let Max lick his face and groom him, and when MiH went out and put more food down 

for him he let her sit down next to him. Recalling how she sat next to Mimi while Max 

continued to groom him, MiH muses whether he saw that Max trusted her and so 

therefore she must be trustworthy. Alternatively, she wondered if maybe it was 

because Mimi was feeling physically better after his course of antibiotics. ‘I don't 

know but it was like there was a real personality change in him, and he let me put the 

food down, and he still growled and hissed but he didn't try and try and hurt me or 

attack me’ (MiH, 05:55). 

 

7.4.1.3. Non-human mediators. 

 

Examples emerged from the case studies whereby established other-than-human 

members of a multispecies household were integral to the integration of a new feline 

family member. Prior to his adoption into the family, Leo and his previous human 

were regularly visited by Conkey. When Leo joined the family, it was Conkey who CH 

said helped him and Leon adjust to each other’s presence. FKH explained that it was 

Apollo who first started interacting with Luka who had turned up one day (two months 

prior to the interview) at the window where Apollo liked to sit. When Luka became 
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part of the household both Apollo and Prr had accepted him, despite being smaller 

and at the time unneutered. Max, MiH’s beloved German Shepard was integral to 

Mimi’s socialisation and integration into a multispecies household. However, unlike 

with Luka, Apollo, and Prr, the bonding was not immediate. MiH said Max was quite 

respectful of the personal spaces of cats and a bit wary of them. However, MiH 

noticed that when she let Max out, he would gravitate more and more towards the 

outbuildings and that Gollum [Mimi] would come out of the shed to meet Max. She 

explained how Max would sit a little apart while Mimi ate as they became more and 

more comfortable in each other’s company.  

 

After he had returned from wherever he disappeared to after being released following 

treatment for his ingrown eyelash and infection, MiH said she would sit next to Max 

while he groomed Mimi. Eventually Mimi started initiating physical contact whenever 

MiH put out food, namely pushing his head against her hand. This is a classic 

example of affiliative behaviour occurring between a socialised cat and a human they 

feel bonded too (Finka, 2022; Vitale & Udell, 2019). Then MiH recalled how one 

morning Mimi was there sat on the doorstep, so she left the door open and put the 

food just inside the house. From then on, if the door was open, Mimi would come into 

the house and even get up on the sofa. MiH remembered he was smelly and would 

spray in the house. However, they put a litter tray down for him and ‘he did start 

using it in the end for the most part’ (MiH, 07:49). From this point on, Mimi seemed to 

progress rapidly to become human-friendly in a relatively short space of time. This 

can be contrasted to the slow progress in the beginning, when he resisted attempts 

to persuade him that humans could be trusted. 

 

7.4.2. For better or worse: multispecies families.  
 

MH described her connection to Memphis as ‘love at first sight’ but her relationship 

with Tambo is more ambiguous. She believes this is in part because of Tambo’s 

tendency to hunt and kill birds and because she says he bullies Memphis a bit. She 

describes Tambo as ‘the irritating cat’ (MH, 21:30), but was laughing as she said so. 

Despite what she considered his faults, MH clearly cares for Tambo and stated that 

‘for better or worse!’ he is here to stay (MH, 21:47). Previously, I have written about 
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how narrative associated with tattoos dedicated to companion animals are evidence 

of a multispecies kinship bond (Hill, 2020).24 I believe MH’s commitment to Tambo, a 

cat she expressed love for while not really liking how he behaves, is further evidence 

that bona fide interspecies kinship bonds can and do exist.  

 

Many people regard their companion animals as family members (Charles, 2014; 

Charles & Davies, 2008; Finka et al., 2019; Owens & Grauerholz, 2019), but this is 

contradicted by how readily many will relinquish or abandon them (Coe et al., 2014; 

Lambert et al., 2015). To address this, Shir-Vertesh (2012) conceptualised 

companion animals as ‘flexible persons’ or ‘emotional commodities’ who could at any 

moment be demoted from their ‘family’ status and rehomed. While I agreed with Shir-

Vertesh (2012) that this might often be the case, I theorised that the act of 

immortalising an individual on your body suggested a deeper connection that was 

backed up by the associated narratives (Hill, 2020). In Hill (2020) I adopted the 

concept of ‘nurture kinship’ (Holland, 2012), which described how kinships are 

formed through acts of nurture between individuals. This active form of kinship 

building was two-way, especially when participants described bonds that first formed 

during childhood and where the companion animals provided emotional support and 

sometimes physical protection (Hill, 2020). Nurture kinship (Holland, 2012) builds 

upon the notion of ‘mutuality of being’ that (Sahlins, 2011a) proposed to underpin all 

forms of kinship – whether via procreation or not. Kinship has been defined as 

something more than friendship or acquaintanceship, whereby a person is ‘treated as 

if they were family’ (Nelson, 2013, p. 263). This act of treating someone as family can 

make them become family and once bonds are formed they are not easily broken. 

Sahlins (2011b, p. 230) described how ‘mutuality of being’ is a ‘conjoined existence’ 

that included taking responsibility for the wrongful acts of relatives, as well as sharing 

in their joys, sorrows, and successes. Essentially, you feel tied or obligated towards 

kin - even if you don’t like them or might not choose them as friends. MH seems to 

love Tambo, despite not really liking how he behaved. That she remained committed 

to him (or is ‘stuck with him’) implied he is family.  

 

 
24 Published research based on a project undertaken during my MA in Anthrozoology, Exeter 
University, UK (2018). 
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Arguably, most of the cat-human bonds examined in the case studies could be 

described as kinship bonds. While a kinship framework is not the focus of this 

dissertation, it is tangentially relevant because nurture kinship is an active process 

(Holland, 2012). The process of mutual trust building and successful integration into 

a multispecies household requires interspecies intersubjectivity. Both the cat and the 

human need to be able to communicate their needs and understand each other. 

However, not all bonds are necessarily kinship bonds. In addition to their relationship 

with their primary guardians, cats in this study had developed different relationships 

with other family members. PALH’s household comprises of the three cats, Prr, 

Apollo, and Luka, her partner, and two teenage children. PALH said Prr tended to 

sulk when something was not to his liking, meaning he acted standoffish. For 

example, he was not happy when Apollo first came home as a boisterous kitten or 

when he got shut out of the kitchen.  PALH said ‘he’s fine with them [her partner and 

kids]. It's just me. I'm the mum, and if something's wrong I'm in trouble’ (PALH, 

06:27).  

 

CH had three other feline family members when she bought Conkey home. She said 

he was her only ‘foster fail’ but confessed she had from the onset determined he 

would stay. Like how MH said she felt about Memphis, CH said of Conkey ‘we fell in 

love with each other’ (CH, 06:35). In the beginning CH said she had told her husband 

that Conkey was staying while he waited to be processed for adoption. However, by 

the third month she said her husband realised the new cat was staying and just kind 

of accepted it. CH struggled to explain her husband’s relationship to Conkey: 

‘he doesn't consider Conkey as a real [pause]. I mean, he's [Conkey] part of 
the family. He's part of the house and the household but he's not part of the 
family. I don't know. It's really strange. I think it's like two males. I don't know’ 
(CH, 06:50).  

What CH was trying to say was that her husband appeared to still consider Conkey 

one of the foster cats, rather than one of the family cats.  

 

7.5. Relationship-building and communication. 
 

How cats are named also provided insight into how guardians related to their cats. All 

participants consented to not having their cats’ names anonymised, and a couple 
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even said they preferred that I not change the cat’s name. Naming reflected 

personality as well as life history. In the case of Mimi, his name changed as a 

reflection of his changing disposition. In the beginning MiH named him Gollum 

‘because he was just so [a makes hissy sound] and horrible’ (MiH, 03:08), but later 

they ‘changed his name to Smeagol because he became the sweetest most 

affectionate old thing ever’ (MiH, 07:01).25 PALH’s naming of Prr resulted from how 

he vocalised during interactions with his new human family. Throughout the interview 

PALH pronounced Prr’s name with a special vocalisation that mirrored a sound he 

made when he first arrived. PALH described it as being ‘that kind of noise and 

sounds like the pigeon’ (PALH, 01:01). FKH said Fantastic earned his name ‘Kitty 

Fantastique, because he is fantastique in his mind’ (FKH, 27:33). She described 

Kapow as being feistier and said as a kitten used attack things he did not like and 

would swat random objects. The story of his naming, explained FKH, was that one 

day he was swatting at a Batman comic book and kept hitting the word Kapow. 

 

Phoebe was given her name post-adoption because PH said she did not respond to 

the name given to her by the shelter. He also said she did not respond to Phoebe 

either. However, she may not feel a need to respond, especially if she is the only cat 

in the household. Names can be way to communicate with a specific cat and both 

PALH, FKH, and CH were convinced their cats knew their names. PALH said Apollo 

would come when you called his name and that Prr knows his name and responds, 

even if he does not always come running. FKH also said Fantastic and Kapow 

responded to their names. The notion that cats can distinguish their human-assigned 

names from other nouns or names is something that is supported by recent research 

(Saito et al., 2019). Saito et al. (2019) designed experiments to test if cats could 

distinguish their own names from similar sounding nouns and if they could distinguish 

their name from that of cohabiting cats. These authors used a habituation–

dishabituation procedure whereby they presented four different words serially as 

habituation stimuli, then presented the cats’ own names as test stimuli. If the cats 

were habituated to the other words and dishabituated to their own names, a rebound 

response to the presentation of their own names would be observed, indicating the 

 
25 Gollum and Smeagol are names derived from a character in J.R. Tolkien’s trilogy, Lord of The 
Rings. The Gollum personality is mean and spiteful, and Smeagol is the sweeter, but supressed 
underlying personality. 
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ability to discriminate their own names from other words (Saito et al., 2019). The 

study included both family companion cats and cat café residents, and both groups 

were able to recognise recordings of their names from nouns spoken by both familiar 

and unfamiliar humans (Saito et al., 2019). Although the café cats did not distinguish 

their names from those of other cats, the results from the study by Saito et al. (2019) 

suggested cats cohabiting in the same household could. In a controlled study, 

undertaken by the same group of researchers, it was demonstrated that cats could 

recognise a companion's name and corresponding face without explicit training 

(Takagi et al., 2022). In this experiment Takagi et al. (2022) provided each cat with a 

visual stimulus consisting of two photos of cohabiting cats and an audio stimulus of 

their human calling the cat’s names. Results revealed that household cats, but not 

café cats, attended to the monitor for longer in a name-face incongruent condition 

(mismatch) than the congruent condition (Takagi et al., 2022). This was interpreted 

as the subject cats expecting the corresponding face to match the name, and 

consequently paying more attention when faces and names were mismatched. 

Although not as statistically robust, similar findings were suggested when the 

experiment was repeated using the faces and names of human family members 

(Takagi et al., 2022).  

 

7.5.1. Intersubjectivity and joint meaning-making. 
 

It is well documented that free-living cats who are raised in colonies do not have the 

same level or diversity of vocalisations as those raised in human households 

(reviewed by Turner, 2021). As discussed in the introduction to this chapter (Section 

7.2.1), cats develop auditory communications intended specially for their humans, 

and use vocalisations more frequently when communicating with humans than with 

other cats (Turner, 2021). Cats can recognise the names given by humans to other 

feline family members, and possibly to other human family members (Takagi et al., 

2022), and conversely cats develop distinct calls that their humans can often 

recognise (Ellis et al., 2015). In the context of a cat-human relationship, a cat will 

learn what signals their humans respond to. Ellis et al. (2015) measured the ability of 

ten guardians to recognise the context of their cat’s vocalisations versus those of 

random cats. Contexts in which the vocalisations were exhibited were during food 
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preparation, when food was being withheld, cats negotiating a barrier (trapped in a 

room), and attention solicitation. Although a relatively small sample size, forty percent 

of participants were able to correctly identify the vocalizations that belonged to their 

own cats, but none of the participants scored higher than would be expected by 

random chance when vocalizations belonged to an unfamiliar cat (Ellis et al., 2015). 

The aforementioned study suggested that cats created communications that their 

own humans are able to interpret, even if it did not happen in the majority of cases. 

Furthermore, familiarity with the cats seemed to be prerequisite to the ability to 

understand what a cat is attempting to communicate (Ellis et al., 2015). This might 

also be a source of stress for a cat who finds themselves in a shelter or rehomed with 

humans who do not understand their signals. The vocalisation that Prr made, which 

became his name, could well have evoked a different response in his previous home. 

However, Prr now responds to the vocalisation as his name.26 

 

CH believed that Conkey communicated his desire to roam, and this understanding 

led to her accommodating what she perceived as his wishes. When CH first 

accompanied Conkey on his ventures outdoor they would come back in together and 

take the stairs. However, according to CH, it was Conkey who first decided and 

communicated that they should take the elevator instead. CH explained how in the 

early days she would sit on the step and wait for Conkey, but one day he just 

sauntered passed and walked through the open elevator door and sat there looking 

at her (CH, 10:30). Surprised by this, CH decided to let him ride the elevator with her 

to see how he would react. Since then, he regularly took the elevator and amused 

the neighbours by sitting outside the elevator door waiting for them to open it so he 

could ride with them.  

 

Talking about how Memphis learned to come to a whistle, MH said she ‘trained him’ 

and ‘could go out and stand in the street and whistle and he would generally turn up 

within five minutes’ (MH, 53:08). MH said her daughter (aged 3) tried to whistle 

because she observed how her mother used this signal to call Memphis and Tambo.  

Memphis would walk alongside MH to the local shops and back, something she said 

just happened – Memphis decided to follow her, and it became a habit. CH said she 

 
26 Prr is pronounced with a rolling, hard R sound (PALH, 01:01). 
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also sometimes accompanied Conkey on walks, but this shared activity started off as 

something more intentional. With Conkey, the walking together was part of the 

process of Conkey transitioning from an indoor-only cat to one who roams freely. CH 

has studied feline behaviour and was reluctant to use the term training. She said she 

prefered to answer questions such as ‘Are you training him?’ with ‘No, we’re doing a 

program’ or 'I'm just accompanying him [on a walk]’ (CH, 18:01). Although some 

might describe the learning process that led to Conkey understanding the ‘come 

home’ call (key-jangling), CH preferred to think of it in terms of the co-creation of 

mutually understood signals. She said, ‘he taught me things’ and ‘we developed, or I 

developed with him certain signals and clicks’ (CH, 16:44). CH said that most of the 

time Memphis came when she calls him, but sometimes she just liked to let him know 

'I'm here in the neighbourhood' (CH, 17:07). She said that sometimes he called back 

with his distinct ‘meow’ as if to say, ‘I'm over here, wait for me' (CH, 17:07). 

 

CH shared a video/audio clip of Conkey coming home in response to her jangling 

some keys and calling his name. In the clip CH can be seen shaking keys with 

Conkey casually walking towards her (Figure 7.2 A, B). As he approached CH his tail 

was erect and slightly bent at the end (Figure 7.2 C), a posture indicative an affiliative 

behaviour. This posture is most often exhibited by one cat to another as a  

recognition of the higher social status of the other (Cafazzo & Natoli, 2009). At the 

end of the clip, Conkey walks right up to CH and head bops her hand and enjoys a 

chin rub (Figure 7.2 D) and combined with the ‘tail up-bent tip’ posture is indicative of 

affiliative behaviour (Cafazzo & Natoli, 2009). The video concluded with Conkey 

leading the way back home (see Appendix A6.5. for more frames from the video, CH-

9-video-a).  
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Figure 7.2. Frames taken from a video clip of Conkey being called home. 

 
Figure 7.2. Legend. Frame freezes from a video clip shared by CH. The 
length of the full clip is 0:59. CH is holding up her keys and shaking them (the 
sound can be heard on the video clip) and Conkey is walking slowly towards 
her (A). Conkey continues to approach CH at a leisurely walk (B) with his tail 
is erect and bent at the end (C). He walks up to CH, head bops her 
outstretched hand, and enjoys a chin rub (D). See Appendix A6.5. for more 
frames from the video (CH-9-video-a). 

 

Learning results from experiences, which may or may not be construed. Training is 

an active process whereby behaviour is manipulated and modified until an individual 

has learned how to perform a specific activity or fulfil a specified role. Haraway 

(2008, p. 71) talked about ‘multidirectional relationships in which always more than 

one responsive entity is in the process of becoming.’ This is essentially the seat of 

intersubjectivity, with the contact zone providing a space to develop a ‘response-able’ 

relationship. Haraway (2008, p. 165) asserted that ‘Partners do not preexist their 

relating; the partners are precisely what come out of the inter- and intra-relating of 

fleshly, significant, semiotic–material being.’ However, it is worth noting that Haraway 

is a dog trainer who participated with her canine partners in dog agility competitions 

(Haraway, 2003). And while Haraway’s approach might be more enlightened than 

traditional dog training methods such as adverse stimuli or negative reinforcement 

(de Castro et al., 2021), they are none-the-less driven by a human desire for the dog 

to cooperate in a certain way. In other-than-human animal training there is invariably 

a power imbalance with the human trainer assuming the superior role. Companion 

animals, and especially dogs, are ‘trained to meet human cultural expectations’ 

(Lewis, 2021, p. 771). In this respect, cats may have benefited from the widespread 

assumption that they are not as ‘trainable’ as dogs (Bradshaw, 2018). However, with 
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an increasing trend of ‘adventure cats’ and leash walking, especially in the US (Moss, 

2017), this might be cause for concern for more introverted felines whose guardians 

are not sensitive to their needs and desires.  

 

Lewis (2021) believes we should move towards a quality-of-life based measurement 

of welfare, which would require a change in our thinking in respect to how we interact 

and communicate with companion animals. While training might sometimes be 

necessary, a paradigm shift towards dynamic semiosis and mutual understanding 

would ‘lead toward an acceptance that training is not the most enlightened way of 

communicating with other species’ (Lewis, 2021, p. 778). Biosemiotics is the study of 

prelinguistic meaning making, and involves body language and vocalisations that 

express desires, moods, or ideas, that can be decoded by the recipient. I followed a 

similar approach to Alger and Alger (1999; 2003), who assumed a theoretical 

perspective of symbolic interactionism to study both feline-feline and human-feline 

relationships. Symbolic interactionism explains the negotiation of meaning as an 

interactive social process that is in constant flux, with meaning being created, 

reproduced, and modified via social interaction (Aksan et al., 2009; Alger & Alger, 

1997; Blumer, 1969). Language can be defined as a system of symbols that 

‘provides a means to negotiate meaning, to assign names, to engage in discourse, 

and to build systems of knowledge’ (Irvine, 2012, p. 124). Symbolic interactionism 

requires a sense of self and a system of symbols that can be interpreted and is more 

than simply being a response to a stimulus. Furthermore, the sense of self emerges 

from a series of social interactions that were originally defined as being exclusive to 

human linguist communications (Mead, 1934). However, we communicate differently 

with different humans, depending on age (baby versus adult), senses (using visual 

signals to communicate with hearing impair individuals), level of shared spoken 

language, etc. Furthermore, a complex human language is not necessary to produce 

shared meaning and sign processes are not exclusive to humans. Kohn (2007, p. 7) 

noted ‘the transspecies semiosis that emerges in human–animal interactions exhibit 

characteristics that go beyond what we would traditionally identify as human forms of 

representation.’ Likewise, cats arguably use different forms of expressions to 

communicate to a human than they might with another cat. We do not communicate 

with a cat the same way we might communicate with a human and vice versa. 
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Neither do we communicate in a ‘cat language’ but co-create a transspecies form of 

communication. 

 

A classic way of developing joint signals involves food, which is something that 

various training methods have built upon. If a cat asks for food and receives a treat, 

they will repeat that same signal (Bradshaw & Ellis, 2017). Cats in this study also 

developed different strategies to get their human’s attention. For example, PALH said 

Apollo likes to ask for treats by standing on his hind legs and reaching up with a front 

paw. FKH said if one of her cats was in trouble the other would come and get her. 

She referred to this action as ‘to Lassie’ meaning they behaved like the TV dog 

Lassie,27 namely alerting a human and leading them to a person in trouble. The first 

time this happened FKH said she took a while to understand what was going on. At 

the time someone staying in the house had inadvertently shut a sleeping Fantastic in 

her wardrobe before leaving for the day. Later in the day FKH said Kapow started 

following her around and meowing. FKH described how Kapow was meowing, 

walking away, stopping, and meowing at her again like he wanted her to follow him, 

which she eventually did. Then she said when he got to the guest room door he 

stopped and started meowing and standing up with his paws on the door. It was at 

that point that FKH said she hear a faint meow and realised Fantastic was in there 

and found him in the wardrobe. Apparently both cats have now done this a few times. 

Another time was when Kapow got stuck under the bed and Fantastic started 

dancing around FKH’s feet until she followed him upstairs to the bedroom. At the 

time she said Kapow was recovering from an injury and had stiches and was on 

medication, meaning he was probably more distressed about being trapped than he 

otherwise would have been. These are all examples of cats using biosemiotics 

signals to communicate with their humans, who were ultimately able to decode the 

meaning (or at least they believed they understood correctly).  

 

 

 

 
27 Lassie was an American television series that follows the adventures of a female Collie dog named 
Lassie and her companions, both human and other-than-human. The original show ran from 1953-
1973, and a Canadian remake aired from 1997 to 1999. 
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7.5.2. Anxiety and trust: All part of being a pet parent! 
 

7.5.2.1. Learning to trust the cat. 

 

Over the years MH has learned to trust Memphis to look after himself. When 

Memphis arrived at his new home in Kenya, MH said he just casually walked out of 

the crate and rubbed his head on her before locating the food bowl. MH had intended 

to keep him confined while he settled into his new home, but within the first 24 hours 

Memphis had managed to escape. He went off exploring by himself and returned 

later that day for dinner. After this incident, MH said she worried less about Memphis 

and grew more confident about his ability to take care of himself. This was not always 

so. During the time when they lived in a village with MH’s partner and her cats, 

Memphis started staying away from home for longer and longer periods of time and 

MH would get quite worried. MH said, ‘I would, you know, go out and stand in the 

alley or wander around the local streets and whistle and he wouldn't turn up’ (MH, 

54:09). ‘That was the most difficult part’ she said, ‘this permanent anxiety and 

[wondering] where is he, what's happened to him?’ (MH, 54:09).  

 

MH said she is not too concerned about Memphis getting lost or hit by a car because 

she believes him to be sensible and road savvy. However, she does worry about 

humans deliberately harming him or Tambo or mistaking them for strays. Especially 

regarding Memphis, who was always wandering around and begging for food, MH 

worries someone might try to ‘adopt’ him. MH attempts to shrug off this worry and 

tried to accept it as ‘All part of being a cat parent’ (MH, 59:25). Similarly, CH said she 

had to learn to trust Conkey’s ability to look after himself. ‘That was the most difficult 

part of our relationship for me’ said CH, ‘my ability to trust him was just like a blind 

leap of faith and I suffered for a few weeks (CH, 16:08). She recalled how she would 

fret every time she heard a car outside, but in the end learned to let go of the worry. 

CH explained how she realised that if Conkey could trust her, she had to trust him 

too.  

 

7.5.2.2. It would be taking something away from them. 
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After talking about Tambo’s predation and how it is an aspect of cat behaviour that 

she does not like, MH stressed that the answer is not easy. She said she did not 

believe it would be fair on her cats to confine them to the home. MH noted how she 

sometimes came across what she described as ‘very acrimonious threads on Twitter’ 

where people were ‘saying if you can't keep your cat under control you shouldn't 

have a cat’ (MH, 40:13). Following a contemplative pause, where she seems to be 

mulling it over, MH indicated she would find it hard to justify confining a cat to an 

enclosed space or taking them out for walks in a harness. Despite her dislike for 

feline hunting habits, MH said she would not feel right depriving her cats of their 

adventures. She believes it would be taking something away from them to restrict 

them to being house cats, even if they had an enclosed garden area. MH said 

Memphis in particular really enjoyed interacting with other people out and about, and 

that she couldn’t take that away from him.  

 

7.6. Neighbourhood integration and roaming issues. 
 

7.6.1. Hunting: A thorny issue. 
 

Aside from the potential ecological impact of cats on many ecosystems, hunting 

habits are points of contention amongst bird-enthusiasts (see Chapter 4) and a cause 

of disgruntlement or outrage amongst neighbours (Chapter 6). Regarding their cat’s 

hunting prowess, guardians of roaming cats expressed a range of emotions from 

denial to reluctant acceptance, to pride (Crowley et al., 2020a; Chapter 3). Similar 

attitudes were manifest in the case-studies. For example, PH seemed to take pride in 

Phoebe hunting abilities, and those of his former cats.’ Conversely, MH struggled 

with her cats’ predation tendencies.  

 

When asked if either Memphis or Tambo hunted, MH replied ‘Tambo does he's a 

pain’ (33:44) followed by a deep breath that expressed a sense of exasperated 

disapproval. MH went on to confess how this is probably another reason why she 

feels somewhat ambivalent about Tambo. MH described how Tambo would bring 

home lizards and geckos in Kenya, and in the UK his hunting of local wildlife has 

continued. One time MH says she saw him with a dead squirrel she believed he had 
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killed. It was the preying on songbirds that bothered MH the most. MH said she is not 

sentimental about the mice, rats, squirrels, or pigeons, which she described as 

‘vermin species’ (MH, 39:44). This is interesting as MH said she had pet rats before 

Memphis. It also further exemplifies how humans use language to differentiate and 

‘other’ groups of animals deemed less desirable (see Chapter 5).  

 

However, it is bird predation that MH struggles with the most. She seemed quite 

emotional retelling the story of the previous year (during the first 2020 Covid19 

lockdown) when she came to enjoy seeing a pair of robins frequenting the garden. 

Then one day she found a dead robin, which she hints was killed by Tambo, and said 

that really made her cry. MH said she tries to protect her young daughter by hiding 

prey. After taking a deep breath, MH explained,  

‘I try and dispose of the dead bodies before my daughter spots them. But 
yeah, there's, there's been one or two. One or two mice I think that she's, 
she's found before I have’ (MH, 38:14).  

Although she does not discuss how her daughter was affected, MH clearly struggled 

with having to deal with dead bodies of small animals that her cat has killed. At the 

same time, MH recognised that cats do hunt and kill. And after another long 

contemplative pause stated how predation by cats is ‘not an easy situation to resolve’ 

(MH, 40:43).  

 

Although MH at first states that Memphis does not hunt, as far as she was aware, 

she went on to recall a few incidences. When Memphis was around six months old, 

MH said she found him playing with a baby bird. MH said, ‘the poor bird was still 

alive’ and described how Memphis was so excited with his new ‘toy’ (MH, 33:53). In 

contrast to the distaste expressed when describing Tambo’s hunting, MH appeared 

more forgiving when talking about Memphis. MH said she put the bird ‘out of its 

misery and took it away from him [Memphis]’ (MH, 34:33). Since then, MH said she 

had not seen Memphis hunt, but emphasised the word ‘seen’ and concluded by 

saying ‘But well, you don't know what they get up to when you’re not around’ (MH, 

34:55). 

 

PH said he thinks Phoebe would be a good hunter, based on how she stalked flies 

around the house and engages in interactive play. He said he believed Phoebe has a 
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‘hunting instinct’ and feels ‘a bit sad for her that they don’t really have anything for 

her to hunt in the locality’ (PH, 19:53).  Unlike MH, PH does not seem to be so 

conflicted about cats hunting wild prey. PH talked a bit about the various prey of one 

of his childhood cats, Felix, liked to bring home. MF also noted Morgan has been 

keeping the mice population down. She said that she has watched Morgan chase 

mice in their garden, and once a slow worm. This does not appear to bother MF, who 

seemed impressed that he was ‘so good at catching things’ (MF, 9:01). However, she 

also said she was happy he had not brought any prey into the house. 

 

7.6.2. Strife with the human neighbours. 
 

Examples of cats being welcomed visitors by their human neighbours included 

accounts from MH, CH, SF, and MF. However, not everyone enjoys feline visitors 

(see Chapter 6). MH said she sometimes came across threads on social media about 

how cats should be kept inside, and that these can get quite heated. Emotive and 

sometimes cruel comments targeted at guardians who allow their cats to roam were 

prominent throughout my comment datasets (Chapters 3-6). The anonymous 

commenting function facilitated this type of bullying or threatening behaviour, but MH 

said she experienced it once in the form of a handwritten note pinned to her door. 

She explained the gist of it was 'look after your cat better otherwise we'll call the 

RSPCA on you' (MH, 46:17). MH said she found this really upsetting, and suspected 

he was probably going into someone’s house and stealing food or making himself 

comfortable. Although nothing more transpired, MH said that after that incident she 

was somewhat unsettled. The only other time MH remembered feeling threatened 

was a few months prior to our interview. The incident involved a man with a 

greyhound who was using the carpark behind their house to walk the dog. She said, 

‘Although the dog was on a lead, he would stand there and let it bark’ (MH 56:40). 

The use of the ‘it’ pronoun to refer to the threatening dog is worth noting because MH 

generally referred to other animals using ‘he/she/they’ pronouns. Although most 

probably subconscious, the deployment of the objectifying ‘it’ pronoun is another 

example of how language is used to deem and objectify animal others (see Chapter 

5). Clearly MH did not like this dog any more than she liked the dog’s guardian. 

Struggling to articulate concerns, MH said she felt like ‘he was coming and 
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deliberately using her cats for the dog’s entertainment’ (MH, 56:40). Anyway, she 

said she had strong words with the man and has not seen the man and the dog 

since. MH recognises this fear likely stemmed from when she first worked as an 

inner-city vet and had to treat several cats who were victims of a gang of teenagers 

intentionally setting dogs on them. These stories shared similarities to the discourses 

examined in Chapter 3.5.2 regarding the fears of the possible dangers posed to 

roaming cats, which are not unfounded. Furthermore, it is not that guardians who 

facilitate their cats roaming are unaware of the risks or do not care. As illustrated by 

the narratives of CH and MH, the decision to allow their cats to roam is not taken 

lightly but is believed to be in their cat’s best interests.     

 

7.7. Conclusions. 
 

In the introduction to this chapter, I discussed how cats have evolved (or are 

evolving) sociality and display considerable behavioural plasticity, both at the species 

level and as individuals. While studies regarding the effects of early socialisation and 

other behavioural research provided much needed insight into cats as a species, 

they can inadvertently create dogmas that are potentially harmful to those who fall 

outside of the bell curve. The distinction between socialised (stray/abandoned) and 

unsocialised (feral) cats is considered a crucial variable when deciding how best to 

manage free-living cat populations (Slater, 2002; Chapter 5). Those cats who are 

stray or abandoned companion animals are socialised to humans and deemed 

suitable for rehoming by shelters and rescue organisation. Cats who have never 

been socialized to humans during kittenhood often experience considerable stress if 

confined to a shelter environment, and typically have a negligible chance of being 

adopted (Slater, 2002). However, treating the notion that unsocialised cats can never 

be housecats as unchallengeable dogma may lead to some cats being neglected 

when they need human assistance. There are exceptions to any rule, but adult 

socialisation may simply require more time, patience, and understanding. Fantastic, 

Kapow, and Mimi are examples of unsocialised adult cats forming affiliative bonds 

with humans. Furthermore, all case studies demonstrated the intersubjectivity of cat-

human relationship-building as both species attempt to understand and trust each 

other.        
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In their ethnographic study of cat-cat and cat-human cultures within the shelter 

context, Alger and Alger (1999) described how cats would learn what volunteers 

were trying to communicate (such as ‘come here’) and develop their own signals to 

communicate with volunteers. For example, during pauses in a grooming session 

one of the cats would slap the volunteer with a paw to indicate they wanted the 

grooming to continue (Alger & Alger, 1999). Other examples included cats indicating 

where they wanted to be scratched or modifying vocalisations to solicit food. Similar 

examples were described here, such as Fantastic and Kapow alerting FKH when one 

or the other was in trouble, or Conkey asking to ride in the elevator, and Memphis 

learning to come home to a MH’s whistle. I argued that these, and other examples 

described here are examples of cat-human intersubjectivity and joint-meaning 

making. While acknowledging the shortcomings of a predominantly anthropocentric 

approach, the next chapter attempts gain insight into how these relationships might 

be viewed from the feline perspective. 
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8. Biographical analysis of reconstructed feline 
biographies. 
 

8.1. Preface. 
 

Case-studies comprised of six multispecies families and two examples of 

relationships formed with roaming cats. Feline biographies were reconstructed from 

unstructured interviews, supplemented with photos and videos, and informed by 

feline personality assessments. By employing elements of narrative ethology and 

philosophical ethology, I applied biographical interpretive method to gain insight into 

the lived experiences of the cats featured in the case-studies. I challenge stereotypes 

and generalisations, such as ‘feral cats can never be happy living with humans’ or 

‘cats are independent and don’t mind being left alone.’ My goal was not to prove all 

generalisations wrong, but to recognise exceptions are valid by bringing the 

individual to the forefront. The cats who feature in my case studies are unique (as are 

all cats), and by placing them centre-stage within their multispecies families I 

endeavoured to gain insight into who they are. To this end I used third-party 

personality assessments (the Feline Five Model, Litchfield et al., 2017), using 

information embedded in the interview transcripts.  

 

8.2. Introduction.  
 

8.2.1. Individuality and the individual. 
 

The discourse analysis in previous chapters demonstrated how many people 

perceive cats as being aloof and independent, and not as affectionate or loyal as 

dogs (Chapter 3.4.2; Chapter 6.4.4). Cats are not dogs, and their social and 

communicative skills are different, as is their behavioural repertoire. However, as a 

species cats may still be evolving sociality (see Chapter 7.2.1), thus exceptions to 

any general rule may be greater or more prevalent. Rather than seeking to gain 

insight into ‘the’ feline perspective (in general) I endeavour to understand what the 

perspective of individual cats might be. 
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As discussed in the previous chapter, the concept of intersubjective minds has been 

extended beyond the human (Aaltola, 2013; Alger & Alger, 1997; Hurn, 2012; Smuts, 

2006; see Chapter 7.2.2). Chapter 7 also contributed to an understanding of cat-

human intersubjectivity. Not only are humans influenced by interactions with cats, but 

also feline interactions with humans are shaped by experience of inter-species 

encounters (Chapter 7.5.1). The first multispecies ethnography involving cats and 

humans observed how, in the context of a cat shelter, both cats and humans 

changed their behaviours and developed novel communication signals (Alger & 

Alger, 1999, 2003). These authors also took what was at the time a novel approach, 

by applying the same methodological frameworks to felines as typically applied to 

human subjects. They observed that cats were learning from their experiences of 

interactions with both humans and other cats. This approach was counter to research 

that searches for biologically driven explanations and makes species-wide 

generalisations for behaviours that in humans would have social elements. However, 

given how many disciplines acknowledge the social nature of the self and 

consciousness in humans, Alger and Alger (2003, p.71) questioned why it is that 

‘when we study the same things in nonhuman animals, we seem to expect them to 

be biologically driven.’ For example, studies on self-awareness in other-than-human 

animals invariably make species-wide generalisations based on small sample sizes 

and do not account for social factors that may influence individuals (see Alger & 

Alger, 2003, pp. 71–78).  

 

8.2.2. The feline perspective. 
 

K. White (2013, p. 95) asserted that ‘taking on the perspective, or umwelt, of another 

species engages the same processes of interaction that are required of two members 

of the same species.’ When human groups interact, they rely on the belief that they 

can assume an understanding of the intentions and desires of one another (Kohn, 

2007). While assuming we know exactly what another is thinking or feeling can be 

problematic, the knowledge that it is possible to find common ground enables us to 

survive in the social worlds of humans. Humans can relate, empathise, and 

subjectively interact with each other using shared meanings. Other species also rely 
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on similar mechanisms to communicate and cohabit. According to Haraway (2008, p. 

244), it is only by rejecting ‘the foolishness of human exceptionalism’ that we can 

appreciate the interconnectedness of multispecies communities and contact zones 

(where subjects are constituted in and by their relations to each other). As discussed 

in Chapter 4, human exceptionalism dominates much of the discourse on 

conservationism and management of free-living cats. Whether it is to ‘save’ wildlife, 

to ‘rescue’ free-living cats, or to maintain control over our other-than-human 

neighbourhood, the discourses are invariably human-centred and dominated by the 

belief that humans are inherently different from other animals. K. White, 2013 (p. 93) 

asserted that ‘by decentering human agency, the subjecthood of other species is 

allowed to be in the spotlight, illuminating many other ways of being in the world and 

making the web of interconnections between humans and other species clearer.’ 

Following the same principle, I attempted to decentralise the human in my own 

analysis.  

 

I presumed the cats in my study possessed the capacity to experience the same 

basic emotions as humans, and premise that is backed up by science (reviewed by 

Paul et al., 2020). I looked at the boundaries of their world, how they interact with 

their human and other-than-human family members, visitors, and neighbours (feline 

and non-feline). I assessed how stereotypes or misconceptions about cats might 

negatively impact these individuals. Namely, how the different cats might respond to 

the ‘pet parenting’ styles discussed in Chapter 3, how they would feel about 

restrictions on their roaming, what the ‘feral’ label (Chapter 5) might mean for them, 

or their perceptions of cat-human community relations (Chapter 6).   

 

8.3. Biographical reconstruction and analysis. 
 

8.3.1. Biographical reconstruction and thematic analysis. 
 

See Chapter 2.5 for a theoretical overview of biographical analysis and a full 

explanation of reconstruction, presentation, and interpretative methods. Briefly, 

chronological tags were assigned to the transcripts, based on distinct periods in the 
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cat’s life (Chapter 2.4.3, Figure 2.8). From his I was able to re-examine these key 

periods in the cats’ life in chronological order.  

 

I drew on feline ethology to inform my interpretations, while avoiding the rigidness of 

applying species-wide generalisations that fail to account for individuality. Using a 

narrative ethology approach (McHugh, 1999, 2011), I applied a current scientific 

understanding of the feline mind and biological senses (sense of smell, hearing, etc.,) 

to understand the feline umwelt. I combined this with a philosophical ethology 

perspective (Despret & Buchanan, 2015) which problematises the over-reliance on 

preconceived expectations based on prescribed behavioural patterns (see Chapter 

2.5.2.4 for an in-depth discussion). I remained cognizant that the accounts provided 

in the interviews are accounts of the cat-human relationship from the human 

perspective. At the same time, I endeavoured to be vigilant that I do not misrepresent 

my own subjective experience and interpretations as being the ‘voice of cats’ (see 

Chapter 1.5 for a discussion of my reflective practice). This was especially pertinent, 

given studies have demonstrated that cat guardians tend to be the best judges of 

what a cat is thinking or feeling (Dawson et al., 2019; Ellis et al., 2015; Haywood et 

al., 2021). To this end I practiced self-reflexivity throughout my analysis and 

acknowledge how my own subjective experiences affect how I perceived the cats or 

interpreted the guardians accounts (Chapter 1.5).    

 

Synopses for each case study can be found in Appendix A6.4, and visual elements in 

Appendix A6.5. Table 8.1. outlines some key themes from the cat perspective which 

will be explored further in subsequent sections.  

 

Table 8.1. Emergent themes from reconstructed biographies. 

Independent friendships and adventures outside of home 

Theme Description Examples 
Likes to roam Really seems to enjoy the 

independence of roaming 
• Conkey 
• Memphis 
• Kapow 

Homebody Does not show an interest in 
going out, or does not wander 
far from home 

• Phoebe (stays close) 
• Prr (now stays inside) 
• Luka (no interest in going 

out) 
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• Fanastic (compared to 
Kapow)  

Befriends cats Interpersonal feline 
relationships outside of home 

• Conkey (e.g., Leo) 
• Sam (e.g., Bella) 

Avoids cats Afraid of or avoids other 
felines 

• Phoebe (scared of other 
cats) 

• Memphis 
Human friends Forms independent friendships 

with humans outside of home 
• Memphis 
• Conkey 
• Morgan (FM) 
• Sam (FS) 

Avoids humans Avoids human strangers inside 
and outside of the home 

• Fantastic & Kapow 
• Phoebe 

OTH/F friends Forms independent friendships 
with non-feline or non-human 
animals outside of home 

• Memphis (fox, rabbit) 
• Tambo (rabbit) 

Homelife and multispecies family dynamics 
Theme Description Examples 
OTHA family 
mediators  

Other-than-human animal 
family members acting as 
mediators to help the new 
feline family member integrate 
or trust 

• Max for Mimi 
• Apollo (& Prr) for Luka 
• Conkey for Leo 

Adapting to 
family changes  

Adapting well to changes in 
multispecies family dynamics 
(cats, dogs, humans, babies)  

• Memphis & Tambo (new 
baby) 

• Fantastic & Kapow (new 
baby) 

• Prr & Apollo (Luka) 
• Conkey (new cats) 

Cat disputes Cats not getting along, or 
being bullied by other feline 
family members 

• Memphis bullied (Tambo & 
partner’s cats) 

• Conkey (annoying other 
cats) 

• Prr (Apollo) 
 

8.3.2. Minding the narrator’s mindstyle. 
 

Uexküll's (1934) concept of the umwelt provided a means to understand how the 

world is perceived differently based on a species senses and perceptive abilities. 

Cats, like humans, are mammals, which renders it easier for humans to imagine the 

feline umwelt than it would be for an insect or fish species. Nonetheless, while 

presenting feline perspectives I am aware these are also the product of my own 

human mind. Third-party narratives (and fictional first-party narratives) introduce 
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characters that are always influenced by the mindset of the narrator (or researcher). 

Fowler (1977, p. 76) coined the term ‘mindstyle’ to describe linguistic patterns that 

portray a ‘worldview’ associated with the character or the narrator. This idea was 

developed further by Leech and Short (1985, pp. 150–166) to explain how the world 

is conceptualised and projected by the mind of the narrator, which formed the basis 

of lexico-grammatical tools developed to identify semantic associations and 

interpretations of a writer’s mindstyles (Semino, 2007). These tools can be applied to 

understand the mindstyles of those who write about other-than-human animals. Nour 

El-Din (2021) explored how the feline umwelt was conceptualised in the Poetry of 

Eliot’s Old Possums Book of Practical Cats and three Arabic poems about cats by 

Shawqi. Both collections introduced a behind-the-scenes account of the feline 

umwelt, and Nour El-Din (2021) traced linguistic patterns to gain insight into how the 

authors projected their mind-style visualisations of the feline umwelt. Eliot mainly 

devoted attributive adjectives (e.g., the crazy cat) to describe something that could 

be subjective, and used predicative adjectives (e.g., the cat is crazy) to make a 

statements and present facts (Nour El-Din, 2021). Shawqi relied predominantly on 

predicative adjectives, thus presenting his description more as statements of facts. 

For example, ‘as a coward’ and ‘as blind ones’ were used to describe how the cat 

reacted to the narrator’s actions rather than their state of being (Nour El-Din, 2021). 

Nour El-Din (2021) looked at how Eliot’s used stative (state of being) and dynamic 

(action) verbs as well as transitive (affecting something else) and intransitive verbs 

and found dynamic transitive verbs to be more frequent. The use of dynamic 

transitive verbs such as ‘teaches,’ ‘makes, ‘prevent, ‘formed’ and ‘created’ explained 

how Eliot perceived the cats ‘as active and influential agents’ (Nour El-Din, 2021, p. 

179). Conversely, dynamic intransitive verbs such as ‘sit’ were used in reference to 

how the human family members interpreted the cat’s ineffective role in the household 

(ibid). In Shawqi’s poems, verbs indicated the cat’s active/inactive roles in relation to 

other characters, and Nour El-Din (2021) explained the cat’s agency and influence 

can be seen from the perspective of the narrator or contrasted to those of a mouse. 

In conclusion, Nour El-Din (2021) argued that, 
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‘while both poets succeed in acknowledging the much-ignored feline umwelt, 
their mind-style conceptualization is much influenced by culture and ideology. 
In his poems, Eliot asks his audience to acknowledge the feline umwelt, but at 
the same time, cats are still seen through the stereotypical lens of idleness 
and mischief. Similarly, Shawqi ventures into the feline world, but his depiction 
reflects Egyptian views of cats as archenemies of mice and as clean and 
devout animals. Thus, Eliot and Shawqi’s views of the feline umwelt is still 
governed by their subjective views and their imaginative abilities (Nour El-Din, 
2021, p. 191) 

 

My own interpretation and presentation of the feline umwelt are subjective to my 

positionality (Chapter 1.5.1), and my reflexive praxis (see Chapter 1.5.2) serves to 

shed light onto how my own ‘mindstyle’ is unavoidably influencing my analysis. 

However, this is not necessarily a disadvantage. I see cats as ethically significant 

beings who possesses subjective minds. Without this assumption I would not attempt 

to imagine the feline world or be interested in the feline perspective. 

 

8.4. Different views of the world and different worldviews. 
 

8.4.1. The feline world. 
 

We can look at how the world co-habited by a cat looks from a human perspective, 

but without feline senses and it is more changing than attempting to imagine how 

another human might view their world. However, Despret’s paradigm of Philosophical 

Ethology says we can use human animality as a framework to understand non-

human animals by focusing what we share as animals in terms of cognition, 

emotions, culture, relationships, history, and subjectivity (see Chapter 2.5.2.4. for a 

discussion of this concept). Essentially, I can know what fear is and I can 

comprehend a scenario that might induce fear in a cat, based on what I know of their 

history and temperament. I do not need know everything or be personally acquainted 

to make an educated guess. For example, I believe I can reasonably ascertain that 

Kapow would be terrified if a stranger broke into his home, and that he would likely 

hide, or act aggressively if cornered. This may not be the case, and he may not feel 

exactly what I as a human would, but him being a cat does not mean his emotions 

are totally beyond my human comprehension. I cannot see the world as a cat might, 

but then I cannot see the world exactly as another human would. However, by 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 270 of 445 

 

engaging empathically with their shared animality humans can glimpse a rough 

approximation of the feline perspective. This approach is more akin to what Milton 

(2005) termed ‘egomorphic’ than anthropomorphic because it uses personal 

experience as the primary point of reference for understanding both human and 

other-than-human animals. However, describing that in academic terms necessarily 

requires anthropomorphic interpretation.  

 

Images (Figures 8.1 to 8.4, below; Appendix A6.5) provided a brief visual into the 

cat’s world from the human photographer, and, combined with the interview 

transcripts helped build a picture of picture of the cats’ worldviews. Table 8.2. 

summarises the cats’ family dynamics, their history, and extent of their current 

physical world boundaries. These are aligned with their personality assessments 

(Figure 8.5; Appendix A8.2) and dispositions (discussed in Section 8.5).  

 

Table 8.2. The cats and their umwelt. 
Cat Family 

dynamics 
History 
(Inferred in 
italics) 

Physical world 
(current) 

Personality 
(See section 8.5) 

Apollo 4 humans 
(incl. 2 
teenagers), 
Prr, & Luka. 
 

Raised as an 
indoor-only cat 
from kittenhood.  

House. Scored high on 
Agreeableness & 
Extraversion  
Bold, adventurous, 
friendly to cats & 
humans, easy-
going. 

Prr 4 humans 
(incl. 2 
teenagers), 
Apollo, & 
Luka. 

Adopted aged 3 
yrs. Never been 
outside.  

House. Positive scores for 
Dominance & 
Extraversion.  

Luka 4 humans 
(incl. 2 
teenagers), 
Prr, & Apollo. 

Adopted from 
the streets at ~1 
yr (unneutered, 
poor health, 
human-friendly) 

House. Scored high on 
Agreeableness 
Friendly to humans 
& cats. 

Phoebe 2 humans. Adopted age 2 
yrs. Roaming. 
Attacked by 
another cat.  

House & garden 
(let out). 

Positive scores for 
Neuroticism. 
Timid of strangers & 
afraid of other cats. 

Conkey 2 humans 
and other 
cats (Leo & 

Adopted from 
the streets at 
age 6-7 months 

Apartment & 
neighbourhood 
(let out). 

Scored high on 
Agreeableness & 
Extraversion. 
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Leon).  (unneutered, 
healthy, human-
friendly).  

Bold, friendly to cats 
& humans, easy-
going. 

Memphis 2 humans 
(incl. child) & 
Tambo. 

With MH since 
kittenhood. 
Always roamed. 

House & 
neighbourhood 
(free to come & 
go). Moved a 
lot. 

Scored high on 
Agreeableness & 
Extraversion. 
Bold, friendly 
humans, easy-
going. Not keen on 
other cats. 

Tambo 2 humans 
(incl. child) & 
Memphis. 

With MH since 
kittenhood. 
Always roamed. 

House & 
neighbourhood 
(free to come & 
go). Moved a 
lot. 

N.d 
But bold and 
unafraid.  

Sam Humans & 
another cat. 

Lived in the 
same place for 
>10 yrs. 

House & 
neighbourhood 
(free to come & 
go). 

N.d 
But easy-going, & 
friendly to humans & 
cats. 

Morgan Unknown Live in same 
area for at least 
2 yrs.  

Neighbourhood. N.d 
But easy-going & 
friendly to humans. 

Fantastic 3 humans 
(incl. child) & 
Kapow. 

Free-living until 
adopted at 
around age 9 
months.  

House & 
neighbourhood 
(free to come & 
go). 

See discussion 
(Section 8.5.2). 
Remain wary of 
stranger humans. 

Kapow 3 humans 
(incl. child) & 
Fantastic. 

Free-living until 
adopted at 
around age 9 
months. 

House & 
neighbourhood 
(free to come & 
go). 

See discussion 
(Section 8.5.2). 
Remain wary of 
stranger humans. 

Mimi 2 humans, 
dog, other 
species. 

Free-living, 
independent 
from humans. 
Adopted as a 
teenager.  

Gradually 
adjusted to 
living indoors. 

N.d. 
But friendly towards 
known humans.  

 

Apollo’s world is limited to the house he shares with two other cats and four humans 

(PALH, her partner, and two teenage children). Since he was a kitten, Apollo has 

been confined to the home, although seems curious about what is ‘out there’ beyond 

the four walls. He can smell the world outside and glimpse it through the open door 

when they humans come and go. One time he did manage to climb out through an 

open window, but it was dark, and he did not venture far. After a brief wander around 

the house, he meowed at the front door until someone let him back in. Prr was also 

raised as an indoor cat and lived in an apartment with his former humans and feline 

sibling. When he was first adopted, PALH mistook him for a cat who would want to 
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roam and put him outside. However, he was afraid of the open space and ran for 

cover. Now he happily stays inside.  

 

Figure 8.1. Apollo & Prr’s world. 

 
Figure 8.1. Legend. Prr (left; middle), Luka (left, behind Prr), and Apollo 
(middle, behind Prr; right) in their house.  

 

Luka and Mimi were free-living cats for at least part (or most) of their lives but chose 

to come inside. Mimi’s world changed dramatically. Having spent most of his life as a 

free-living, rural cat, who hunted for subsentence, things changed with age and 

health issues. Especially as he grew older, human provided food become 

increasingly important. However, it took him sometime before he trusted humans 

enough to accept care and a place in a loving multispecies family. Eventually he 

became a house cat. Phoebe does go out but prefers to be indoors most of the time, 

where the neighbourhood cats cannot bother her. Phoebe does not like it when other 

cats come into the garden, which is her space (Figure 8.2). Other cats cause her to 

feel insecure and act defensively. PH said, ‘she properly starts shaking and hissing 

and gets really worked up when there's even a hint that there may be another cat 

around’ (PH, 3:07). 

 

Figure 8.2. Phoebe in her world. 

 
Figure 8.2. Legend. Phoebe in her garden (left), in her house (middle), and 
enjoying being petted by her human (right).  
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Memphis has always been an explorer. Wherever they have moved to, he has 

eagerly gone off exploring the neighbourhood and interacting with the human 

residents. Conkey is very similar, although living in an apartment he cannot come 

and go as he please, like he was used to when he was free-living. However, he is let 

out regularly and goes off exploring most days.  

 

Figure 8.3. Conkey’s world – Inside and out! 

 
Figure 8.3. Legend. Conkey on the balcony (left), out and about (middle), and 
in the apartment with Leon (on the carpet) and Leo (the black cat) (right).  

 

Sam and Morgan are also independent enough from their primary caregivers to 

explore the neighbourhood and happily seek out human company. They hang out in 

the company of humans and do not care that no food is provided because they are 

well-fed elsewhere.  

 

Figure 8.4. Morgan making himself at home away from home. 

 
Figure 8.4. Legend. Morgan outside (left) and relaxing inside the home of MF 
(middle; right). 

 

Fantastic and Kapow wander freely during the day, although they enjoy home-time 

too. However, these two are not trusting of other humans and their adventures skirt 

the human occupied spaces. The feline perspective is explored thematically in 

subsequent sections, based on prominent themes outlines in Table 8.2 (above).  
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8.4.2. Roaming: Home and Away. 
 

Discourse analysis suggested that cats often express desires to roam or stay home 

that are different to those of their humans – either a reluctance to roam or refusing to 

stay inside (Chapter 3.5.4). Likewise, some case study cats were inherently more 

eager to roam than others, regardless of their background (see Table 8.2). For 

example, Apollo, Prr, and Luka all live in the same house. Since he was a kitten, 

Apollo has been confined to the home. However, of the three cats in his household, 

he is the one most curious to go out. Prr has never wanted to go out. Neither does 

Luka have any desire to leave the house, despite having lived for some time on the 

streets.  

 

8.4.2.1. Homebodies and back in time for tea! 

 

According to his human, Prr was supposed to be a cat who would go out to roam. 

This was something PALH had specifically asked about pre-adoption, as the family 

initially wanted a cat who would go outside for part of the day. However, Prr is 

terrified of the outdoors and has never been a roaming cat. There is a lawn between 

the house and the garden shed, and initially when put outside he would run to the 

shed for shelter and to feel secure again (as he could not get back inside the house). 

He did not like being in the open space, and one time when the shed was shut, he 

carried on and ran next-door and into the neighbour’s house. Eventually PALH 

decided to keep him inside. Prr appears to be happy with this arrangement and 

makes no attempt to exit, even if the door is left open.  

 

Despite having lived on the street for some time, Luka had no interest in going 

outside either. Similarly, Leon, a cat who was integrated into the family before 

Conkey, showed no interest in going outside despite having likely spent several 

years on the streets. Phoebe does not go out much nor roam much further than the 

garden. This may be that she is simply content saying in, or it could be that she is 

intimidated by other cats in the area. Both Fantastic and Kapow are free to roam, 

although only Kapow will wander off further. FKH referred to Fantastic as more of a 

‘homebody’ because he more often stays home, but for Kapow it is not unusual that 
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he might be gone all day. However, he makes sure to be back by teatime (half-past 

six) to remind FKH that it is time to be fed.  

 

8.4.2.2. But I wanna go out! 

 

As Prr was already an indoor cat, and because they lived near a main road, PALH 

decided to ensure their new kitten, Apollo, did not get a taste for going out. Despite 

the family’s best efforts to make him comfortable, Apollo would perhaps like to 

explore more. If the front door gets left open for a few minutes, the other cats will sniff 

and look but no one tries to run out. However, while he might not be desperate, 

Apollo seems at least curious. He did manage to escape via the bedroom window 

one evening, but was not out long before PALH found him crying at the door to be let 

back in.  

 

Conkey made it known he was bored staying inside all the time. For the first few 

months of coming to live with his new family, Conkey would incessantly pester the 

senior female cat. This would happen in the middle of the night, and the family would 

be woken by the elderly female hissing and growling at Conkey. His restlessness led 

CH to experiment ways to enable Conkey to explore outside (see Chapter 7.5.1). 

However, they lived on the fourth floor of an apartment building, so Conkey needed 

to learn how to navigate the stairs. This is something he had no problem with. When 

going out or returning home he sometimes waits and rides the elevator with the 

neighbours.   

 

8.4.2.3. The social lives of roaming cats. 

 

A big part of roaming for some cats is socialising and exploring the human world and 

the humans who inhabit it. While, Mimi, Pheobe, Fantastic, and Kapow are mostly 

socially exclusive to humans they bonded too, Memphis, Sam, Morgan, and Conkey 

enjoy human company and will readily befriend humans outside of their family. Soon 

after he was permitted to go off by himself, Conkey started frequenting and visiting 

neighbours’ apartments. Conkey got to know most of the neighbours and they him. If 

they are around, one of the apartment-block neighbours will ring the doorbell for him 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 276 of 445 

 

when he gets out of the elevator. Sometimes CH will accompany Conkey on short 

walks and several people who CH does not know will come up and say hi to Conkey. 

 

Since he was a kitten, Memphis has sought human company and has befriended the 

neighbours wherever they have lived. MH first found out about this aspect of his 

social life after returning from vacation and the friends who were feeding him 

informed her Memphis had gone missing. The friends had put out ‘missing cat’ flyers, 

and the neighbour Memphis had chosen to stay with contacted them. This man knew 

Memphis as the cat who came around every day at around 11 am for fish. However, 

in MH’s absence Memphis spent more and more time with the fish-providing man 

and decided to stay over until MH returned. Chapter 3 discussed how cats are often 

perceived as aloof and independent companion animals, and free-living, unsocialised 

cats do not want or need human company (Finka, 2022). However, as already 

identified multiple times throughout this thesis, cats are often misunderstood as both 

a species and as individuals. Eriksson et al. (2017) reported that, although cats 

seemed unaffected by being left home alone, they initiated greater contact-seeking 

behaviour following a prolonged separation from their person, implying that the 

human is an important part of their social environment. Rather than get distressed 

about his human’s absence, it would seem Memphis just went off and found 

company elsewhere.  

 

After the family moved to a village when he was around age 3, Memphis continued to 

befriend humans, acquiring names such as Fluffy and Misha. For example, the 

couple who called him Misha he visited regularly over a period of several years. He 

would come over, let himself in, and sit with them on their sofa. Their current home is 

close to the centre of town, and MH and both cats now interact regularly with many of 

the same people. They live near a cathedral and the groundsman knows both 

Memphis and Tambo. Not long after they had moved in, Memphis started wandering 

over to the groundsman for a stroke or to get his tummy tickled. The groundsman 

took to both cats and started growing catnip especially for them. A week prior to our 

interview, MH was in a Zoom meeting with a colleague who recognised Memphis 

when he appeared on camera. This was another example of how much MH is 

unaware of Memphis’s social life. During the conversation she learned how her 
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colleague would drop his wife and daughter off in the cathedral carpark, and the 

daughter looked forward to seeing the ‘Cathedral Kitty’ (aka Memphis). Memphis 

enjoys the attention and often will just sit on a local war memorial while being 

photographed by tourists. Sometimes they will share their food with him, which he 

likes even more.  

 

MF does not know who Morgan’s people are, or even if he has a home. However, he 

is healthy and well-fed, but not by MF, who has never given him food. His other 

humans do not call him Morgan, which is a name that MF and her partner gave him. 

MF and her partner had very little experience of cats but were endeared by Morgan’s 

bold but friendly disposition. At first, MF was concerned Morgan might be a stray so 

sent some photos to a friend who apparently knew about cats. This friend reassured 

MF that Morgan looked well-fed, healthy, and likely had a home. He does not visit 

every day and will sometimes go for a week without visiting. Morgan enjoys sitting on 

the sofa with the young couple or keeping them company while they work on the 

computer. He enjoys hunting small rodents and helps them keep the rodent 

population down, which they seem to appreciate. Mostly he just hangs out doing cat 

things while MF takes photos or videos of his antics (see Figure 8.4; Appendix A6.5). 

He also enjoyed being petted and sitting in companiable silence. SF does know 

Sam’s family, who live a few houses down. Sam’s humans made a special cat door 

in the fence so he can continue to visit now his arthritis makes climbing the fence 

challenging. Sam has been visiting SF and her mother since he and his family moved 

in around 10 years ago. Sam continued visiting after they got a new kitten, Bella, and 

the two cats would play together. When they first met, Bella was a kitten and Sam 

knew to play gently with her. Bella sadly died aged only six, but Sam continued to 

visit and was a big comfort to both SF and her mother.  

 

Roaming cats also interact with other species, sometimes hunting and killing them. 

For example, Morgan kills mice, and as discussed in Chapter 7.6.1, Tambo also 

hunts birds. Memphis on occasion also hunts, and feline hunting habits drives much 

of the anti-cat discourse in general (Chapter 5) and amongst neighbours (Chapter 

6.4.3). However, not all interactions are predator-prey ones. In the graveyard 

opposite their first home, Memphis could sometimes be seen trotting behind or 
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walking companionably alongside the fox. Neither fox nor cat seemed afraid nor 

overly excited. They just accepted each other’s presence. However, Memphis was 

less sure of the rabbit who lived in the garden they later shared with a neighbour just 

after they had returned to the UK (with Tambo in tow). This companion rabbit had run 

of the garden and would try and chase both Memphis and Tambo, but only Tambo 

had any interest in playing. Memphis would just run off.  

 

The cats are also different in their affinity towards other cats. Memphis is wary of 

other cats and does not seek out feline company. Phoebe keeps her distance more 

out of fear, which can be attributed her having been traumatized by a nasty bite she 

had received prior to adoption. Because there are a lot of cats where they live, this is 

a bit of an issue. Sometimes she will start hissing and shaking and gets really 

distressed if there is another cat around or has been in their garden. Conversely, 

Sam and Conkey are confident and sociable around members of the same species. 

Conkey befriended Leo during his regular visits to one of the neighbours (where Leo 

lived at the time) and the two got along well. This pre-existing friendship with Conkey 

helped Leo adjust to a multi-cat household. Likewise, Apollo befriended Luka prior to 

him becoming part of the family, which may have helped with his integration.  

 

8.4.3 Homelife and family strife. 
 

8.4.3.1. Playing nice! Interpersonal cat-cat relationships. 

 

The cats featured in the case studies exhibited a diverse array of interpersonal cat-

cat dynamics and adaptability to changing circumstances. When Memphis was about 

three years old his human’s partner and her two cats moved into the household. That 

changed the household dynamic quite a lot, and Memphis was not keen on the two 

new cats. When the family moved to a small village together, the situation got worse. 

Memphis was used to having his human to himself, but one of the new cats was 

particularly pushy. For example, Memphis would be sat on MH’s lab and this other 

cat would just barge in and push him off. During this time, Memphis took to return 

home late at night to eat and would then go straight out again.  
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Memphis used to play a bit with Tambo when they were younger, but now he mostly 

just tolerates him. Fantastic and Kapow were from the same litter and have always 

got along well with each other. When Kapow when missing for a day Fantastic got 

quite worried, pacing around the house looking for his brother. Prr and Apollo tolerate 

each other but are not the best of friends. However, both Apollo and Prr immediately 

accepted and welcomed Luka into the household. When the newly arrived Luka 

pushed in at feeding time, the bigger cats just let him get to the bowl first. Even Prr, 

who is very food orientated and only begrudgingly accepted Apollo’s presence, 

accepted Luka right away. No one is sure why this is. Luka was not neutered when 

he first arrived, but he never displayed any dominant behaviour.  

 

Prr and Apollo have their favourite spots in the house, but these are not exclusive. 

For example, Apollo likes to sit on the windowsill but does not have a problem if Prr 

or Luka jump up there. Apollo also likes to sit in one of the baskets on the floor under 

a blanket. When he wants some peace and quiet, Apollo will go into the teenage 

son’s room to sleep. For some reason the other cats don’t go in there very often. 

Luka often choses the sofa, snuggling up to PALH. Sometimes when Prr is settled on 

PALH’s lap Luka will barge in and place himself between them, which is something 

that annoys Prr. Prr usually ends up moving, but sometimes they share. When PALH 

is not around they will often cuddle together on the Sofa. Kapow and Fantastic do not 

have personal spaces but will sometimes squabble other lap space when FKH is sat 

on the sofa. Usually, they just take it in turns to sit on their human, and neither feels 

dominated by the other. At the time of the interview (May 2020) Conkey shared his 

home with two other male cats, Leo and Leon, CH, and her husband. The apartment 

is spacious, and the cats have claimed niches for themselves. However, there is a lot 

of time-sharing of favourite niches. Since they moved last year, Conkey staked out 

the spare room and sofa-bed as his niche. He rarely sleeps on CH’s bed with the 

other cats, and he is usually left alone at night in the back room. Preferred and 

overlapping micro-territories. or favour niches, is not uncommon in multi-cat 

households. In their study of cohabiting cats, Bernstein and Strack (1996) reported 

individual cats had both personal spaces, occupied predominantly by one cat, and 

overlapping spaces that were shared by two or more cats at different times. In a 

larger study, Bernstein (2000) also reported that cats often adopted specific areas in 
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their homes where they seek solitude and other spaces where they prefer to be 

petted or interacted with.  

 

Although multi-cat households are not the same as free-living cat colonies, there is a 

lot of similarity in terms of social behaviours and the integration of new individuals. 

Cat colonies are typically an extension of the mother-offspring relationship beyond 

weaning, which could have been an adaptive trait that resulted in the queen and her 

adult offspring defending and monopolizing a valuable resource (Crowell-Davis et al., 

2004). Thus, the colony is essentially matrilineal, comprised predominantly of 

affiliative, co-operative relationships between females, although males, especially 

neutered males, may be part of the colony (Crowell-Davis et al., 2004; Natoli, 1985; 

Wolfe, 2001). Aggression towards an unfamiliar cat is shown by all colony members. 

However, persistent outsiders are sometimes permitted to join the colony and 

become integrated into the group by a gradual process that involves many 

interactions (Macdonald et al., 1987; Wolfe, 2001). This behaviour is something to be 

considered when introducing a new cat to a multi-cat household. It may take some 

time and patience before the new cat is fully accepted, and there is a risk of injuries 

occurring, as well as the possibility that the ‘outsider’ will never be accepted. What is 

also worth noting here was that it was Apollo, and not one of the resident humans 

who first contacted Luka. Apollo made first contact with this ‘outsider’ cat and was 

friendly from the onset. This is not dissimilar from how groups of free-living cats have 

been observed to welcome select outsiders into the colony (Macdonald et al., 1987; 

Wolfe, 2001).  

 

8.4.3.2. Adjusting to changing family dynamics. 

 

Literature and standard advice on socialisation of kittens advise they be positively 

exposed to a variety of humans and other animals, including children and babies. 

This is because cats who have not been socialised to children may remain fearful 

and suffer undue distress should the family dynamics change (Bradshaw, 2018). 

Nonetheless, Kapow, Fantastic, Tambo, and to some degree Memphis, all adjusted 

well to the arrival of a baby human. Neither Memphis nor Tambo were fazed by the 

arrival of MH’s daughter, despite having never been exposed to a young human 
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before. Tambo would snuggle up, even when she was a small baby. However, 

Memphis preferred to keep his distance, especially during the first few years when 

she would grab and cry a lot. Memphis realised as the child grew bigger, she became 

gentler and more predictable, as well as learning how to provide cat treats. However, 

unlike Tambo who will sleep next to her, Memphis is still mostly only interested in the 

food she offers and otherwise keeps his distance from the young human.  

 

FKH said she was quite worried how the cats would react when she bought her baby 

home, especially Kapow. However, both cats were very sweet and accepting. 

Fantastic was the first to investigate and while he was curious, he looked to FKH to 

determine if everything was ok. Picking up on cues from FKH, he was immediately 

reassured the new presence was not a threat and cuddled up to both FKH and the 

baby. Later that day when she was attempting to settle her daughter, Kapow got up 

on the bed and gentlely gave the baby a head-bop28 before curling up next to her and 

started purring. FKH said this settled her daughter, which may be in part because the 

baby sensed her mother was more at ease knowing the cats would not be a problem.  

 

Phoebe lives with PH and his wife, who had no children. A few children have visited, 

but Phoebe is more wary of them than she is of the adult visitors. She will hiss as a 

warning if they get too close, and this seems to keep them at bay. There is one small 

girl who comes around on a regular basis and Phoebe makes sure to remain in parts 

of the house where the child does not go. It would be interesting to know how 

Fantastic, Kapow, Memphis, or Tambo would have reacted to a strange child or baby 

being bought into their home. Or indeed if Phoebe might react differently if PH’s wife 

gave birth. At least with Fantastic and Kapow, their acceptance and trust of humans 

is dependent upon FKH. Once they realised that this was FKH’s baby, they excepted 

and loved her as an extension of FKH.  

 

8.4.3.3. Harmony and discord in multispecies households. 

 

To determine factors that influenced affiliative and aggressive behaviour, Barry and 

Crowell-Davis (1999) studied 60 households where pairs of exclusively indoor-kept 
 

28 An affiliative behaviour whereby the cat will place their forehead on a person, a bit like a gentle 
headbutt.  
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and neutered cats lived. Gender differences, the size of the house, and weight 

differences between the cats did not correlate with the aggression rate, but 

aggression negatively correlated with the length of time the pair had lived together. 

Importantly, the large standard deviations and the correlations of social behaviour 

between housemates reported in their study highlighted the importance of individual 

personality (Barry & Crowell-Davis, 1999). Within multi-cat households it is 

imperative that the human remains vigilant to the interpersonal dynamics of the 

individual cats and recognises when someone is unhappy. Although conflict 

resolution might be challenging and alternative solutions such as rehoming not 

desirable, ignoring problems might cause an insecure cat ongoing stress.   

 

Personality can also affect relationships and stress levels of cats living in multi-cat 

households. In a large-scale study of guardian reported behaviours, the level of 

harmonious relationships in multi-cat households was correlated with amicable 

behaviours displayed during the introduction phase (Elzerman et al., 2020). This was 

reflected in some of the case studies examined here. For example, Memphis has 

never bonded to any cohabiting felines. In the case of Conkey, his dominant and 

friendly nature seems to have forged relationships with less receptive feline family 

members over time. However, it is worth noting that the aforementioned study, like 

my case studies are based on guardian reported behaviours. As such, CH’s evident 

love of Conkey may have led to a distorted perception of how receptive the other cats 

were to Conkey’s presence. Nonetheless, CH’s account suggested Conkey and Leo 

were bonded, whereas the other cats just tolerated him. Within a colony, cats often 

have ‘preferred associates’ who they spend the most time with, and with whom they 

form stronger social bonds (Wolfe, 2001). Bonds are predominantly, but not 

exclusively, male-male pairs in colonies comprised of unneutered cats, but in 

neutered colonies there is no gender difference, suggesting sexual competition is a 

factor (Sung, 1998; Wolfe, 2001). Intact male cats more often engage in aggressive 

conflict, especially in the presence of a female in oestrus, so bonds may be 

advantageous in circumventing lethal conflict (Sung, 1998). In the case studies, 

examples of non-related males bonding include Luka with both Prr and Apollo. 

Although Prr never really warmed up to Apollo, who were both neutered males, they 
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both accepted Luka who in the beginning was intact. Likewise, Conkey was friendly 

towards both male and female cats and bonded to another male, Leo.  

 

8.5. Who are the cats really? 
 

8.5.1. Feline personalities. 
 

As I performed the discourse analysis (Chapter 7) and started to write up the feline 

biographies chronologically, I felt I was getting to know these cats and clear 

personalities began manifesting in my mind. Watching the footage and pictures 

provided for many of these cats (Appendix A6.5), further solidified my sense of who 

these cats might be. Thus, I wondered if I could use the information provided to 

further assess these feline personalities. Researchers studying feline personality 

tend to favour subjective assessments administered by those familiar with the cat 

(Litchfield et al., 2017), and I recognised my human participants know their cats 

better than I ever could. Even if I were to spend several days with any of these cats, 

it would be arrogant (and false) to assume I would know what they were thinking and 

feeling based on short-term behavioural observations. Furthermore, research on cat 

personality traits demonstrated how the presence of a researcher observing a cat 

can inadvertently change the typical behavioural style by merely being present 

(Elvers et al., 2020).   

 

Longer assessments by individuals familiar with felids, such as guardians or 

caretakers in zoos, are required to get a more holistic and accurate picture (Gartner 

et al., 2014; Litchfield et al., 2017). However, I am not relying on my objective 

assessment based on ethology, but rather using information provided by long-time 

guardians. Based on information provided in the interviews and supplementary 

material, I scored cats on the 52 dimensions as described in Chapter 2.5.3. The five 

personality traits are based on 48 of these dimensions (Appendix A8.1), which were 

scored as positive of negative using a seven-point Likert scale. A No Score (NS) was 

given where I felt insufficient information was available from the interview transcripts, 

and those cats who I could not make a confident call for more than 50% of the 

dimensions were excluded. From these, personality profiles based on the Feline Five 
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Model (FFM) (Gartner et al., 2014; Litchfield et al., 2017) for eight cats (Pheobe, Prr, 

Apollo, Luka, Memphis, Conkey, Fantastic, and Kapow) were determined (Table 8.3). 

 

Table 8.3. Scoring from the FFM personality test for each trait. 

  Agreeableness  
(8 dimensions) 

Impulsiveness  
(6 dimensions) 

Dominance  
(8 dimensions) 

Extraversion  
(12 dimensions) 

Neuroticism  
(14 dimensions) 

Overall  
(NS) 

Pheobe Neutral -8% No -22% No -22% Neutral 6% Yes 24% 8% 
(NS) 0/8 0/6 1/8 2/12 1/14 4/48 

Prr Neutral -8% Neutr
al -6% Yes 31% Yes 26% Neutral 7% 13% 

(NS) 0/8 1/6 0/8 4/12 1/14 6/46 

Apollo Yes 77
% No -39% No -33% Yes 41% No -85% 6% 

(NS) 0/8 1/6 0/8 2/12 0/14 3/48 

Luka Yes 87
% No -36% No -53% Yes 17% No -81% 21% 

(NS) 0/8 3/6 1/8 6/12 0/14 10/48 

Conkey Yes 86
% No -75% Neutr

al -11% Yes 63% No -82% 6% 

(NS) 0/8 0/6 0/8 3/12 0/14 3/48 

Memphis Yes 71
% No -56% No -28% Yes 52% No -68% 4% 

(NS) 0/8 0/6 0/8 2/12 0/14 2/48 

Fantastic Yes 14
% No -67% No -28% Yes 33% Yes 22% 42% 

(NS) 2/8 1/6 3/8 6/12 8/14 20/48 

Kapow Neutral 8% No -67% No -28% Yes 35% Yes 40% 42% 
(NS) 2/8 1/6 3/8 6/12 8/14 20/48 
Total 
(NS)  6% (4/64) 15% (7/48) 13% (8/64) 32% (31/96) 16% (18/112)  

 

Table 8.3. shows the calculated score for each cat based on the positive and 

negative dimensions for each trait (Appendix A8.2). No scores (NS) are marked in 

red and indicate insufficient information. In the case of Fantastic and Kapow, it was 

hard to discern many of the dimensions because they were reported as behaving 

very differently with unfamiliar humans compared to those, they had formed bonds 

too (namely FKH and her daughter). As such these are the least reliable (42% of the 

dimensions not scorable).  
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Figure 8.5. Personality assessments for case-study cats. 

 
Figure 8.5. Legend. The five dimensions (according to Litchfield et al., 2017) 
are shown as arrows with negative scoring traits on the left and positivity 
scoring traits on the right. The red lines indicate where the cat falls on the 
continuum for each of the five dimensions (see Table 8.3). Red lines to the 
right of centre indicate an expression of that dimension and those on the left 
scored low on indicative traits. For descriptions of the dimensions of each trait 
see Appendix A8.1, and for individual scores Appendix A8.2. 

 

PALH looked to Apollo who was sitting beside her and said, ‘he's not scared of 

anything this one’ (PALH, 05:38). She described him as fearless and explained she 

sometimes must move him to hoover and said he will sleep on top of the amplifier 

during band practice. She even said they caught him running to the window to watch 

fireworks display. PALH also described Apollo as being very affectionate but not 

cuddly. She said he is not a lap cat and not someone who likes being picked up or 

restrained. PALH wondered if this may be due to him breaking his leg as a kitten and 

having to be restrained in a cage for several weeks. PALH described Apollo as being 

very vocal, but the gentlest of the three cats when it comes to jumping up or running 

across your lap, and unlike the others he doesn't use his claws. PALH described 

Apollo as being the opposite to Prr because he wants to see everything and meet 

everyone. Based on his boldness, PALH said of Apollo ‘I think he thinks he's half dog’ 

(PALH, 07:02). This also speaks to a general perception of cats as being more 

introverted compared to dogs (Chapter 3.4.2; Chapter 6.4), because when cats who 

are social, bold, engage in play activities such as ‘fetch’ or accompany their 
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guardians on walks are often described as more dog-like (MH also described 

Memphis as more dog-like).  

 

Apollo scored high on the Agreeableness trait, being neither solitary, overly irritable, 

nor aggressive to humans, and being gentle, affectionate, friendly to people, playful, 

and cooperative. Conversely, the negative score on Neuroticism derived from him 

being described as bold, calm, self-assured, and trusting. He was not described as 

fearful of humans or other cats, suspicious, excitable, nor anxious. He also scored 

highly on the Extraversion trait, although I was unable to determine his level of 

persistence or tendency to quit (Appendix A8.2). Apollo scored on the negative side 

of neutral for Impulsiveness and Dominance (Figure 8.5 A), although the latter was 

primarily based on his lack of jealousy of other cats (Appendix A8.2). 

 

A picture emerged of Memphis as a confident cat who enjoyed the company of 

humans and is afraid of very little. However, for whatever reason he is avoidant of 

other cats. MH said she feels Memphis was bullied by her exe partner’s cats and 

describes Tambo, her other cat, as being a bit of a bully. Memphis was MH’s first cat, 

and she described her love of Memphis as instantaneous and his personality as 

infectious. He is portrayed as a confident, inquisitive, friendly, well-adjusted, and 

intelligent individual. While he does seem to seek out human company, especially 

when his primary guardian is away, he does not come across as overly needy or 

insecure. Memphis has always settled into his new homes with ease. When he first 

arrived in Kenya, MH described him as being unperturbed and seemingly unfazed by 

the long journey. Memphis’ FFM profile was similar to Apollo’s, scoring highly for 

Extraversion and Agreeableness, and very low on the Neuroticism scale (negative 

scores) (Figure 8.5). The Dominance trait for Memphis was also on the negative side 

of neutral, but unlike Apollo he also scored very low on Impulsiveness (Figure 8.5 B). 

This was based on him being constrained and predictable, and not erratic or 

impulsive (Appendix A8.2). Conkey scored almost the same as Memphis (Figure 8.5 

C). CH described Conkey as being very social and having a strong personality. To 

illustrate this latter point, she explained how when Conkey first joined the family he 

would impose himself on the other cats, whether they wanted to play or not. From 
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CH’s account I would interpret this as missing the subtle social skills to recognise 

when other cats do not want to engage.  

 

Although there was insufficient information to assess personality traits for Sam and 

Morgan, the fact that both these cats were described as readily befriending strangers 

suggested they would also score high on Extraversion and Agreeableness. 

Especially Sam, who FS described as befriending her cat Bella, probably shared a lot 

of characteristics with Conkey. There is no information on how Morgan is around 

other cats, but certainly his propensity to befriend FM and make himself at home in 

their living room is reminiscent of the stories MH told about what she knew of 

Memphis’s social life (visiting other humans in their homes). 

 

Luka is somewhat of a mystery as he was very human-friendly and knew how to use 

a litter tray but had not been neutered and looked like he had been living outside for 

some time and not thriving. Luka was also highly positive for Agreeableness and very 

negative on the Neuroticism trait (same as Apollo, Memphis, and Conkey), the 

Extraversion trait had a lot of no-scores (Appendix A8.2), but the Impulsiveness and 

Dominance traits were calculated as negative (Figure 8.5 D). The dominance traits 

seemed somewhat counterintuitive, given how the other two cats apparently deferred 

to him (let him eat their food). However, PALH described no aggression towards 

them, bullying, or jealousy.  

 

PALH described Prr as a ‘sulker’ meaning he will withdrawal affection for a while 

when he is not happy. Occasionally she said he would refuse treats, despite being 

someone PALH described as food orientated. To illustrate this point PALH gave the 

example of when she put a flea collar on him recently and he refused to take his 

favourite treat from her. PALH looked down at Prr who was at this point sitting on her 

lap and said, ‘yeah he's a lap cat’ (PALH, 02:59). Prr was the first cat to join the 

family and PALH recalled how he ‘was hiding out behind the settee for several days 

before he came out’ (PALH, 03:18).  When it comes to other humans, PALH said Prr 

will befriend regular visitors but if a delivery person comes to the door or workers are 

in the house he will hide. Neutral on three of the traits, Prr exhibited slight positive 

scores for Extraversion and Dominance (Figure 8.5 E), although I lacked sufficient 
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information to score him on several parameter of the Extraversion trait (Table 8.3; 

Appendix A8.2). However, for the Dominance trait his jealousy of other cats and 

moderate greediness pushed him onto the positive side of the neutral range 

(Appendix A8.2). 

 

Alluding to how Phoebe plays and dashes about, PH laughingly said ‘she's a bit of a 

mad thing’ (PH, 2:21), which is typical play behaviour for a young cat (Bradshaw, 

2018). He also described her as a bit skittish and not really a lap cat. The skittish 

description comes from how she hides from strangers and is nervous of unexpected 

noises or other cats in the garden. PH said that although she does not come up and 

snuggle on your lap, Phoebe does like attention on her terms. She will come and sit 

close to PH or his wife and enjoys strokes. Phoebe was also described as ‘a very 

particular kind of cat’ because she is a fussy eater and will ‘only eat the expensive 

brands of cat food’ (PH, 9:34). PH said, ‘but despite all of that we still love her 

because she's just a great cat’ (PH, 10:41). Although Phoebe was their first cat as 

adults, both PH and his wife lived with cats growing up. For example, PH explained 

he grew up in the countryside and their cat Felix ‘would bring in quite a lot of the local 

wildlife’ and ‘got a bit of a taste for rabbits’ (PH, 17:11). He went on to describe how 

Felix on more than one occasion bought a half a rabbit corpse into the dining room. 

PH would seem to be comparing Phoebe to his childhood cats when he says, ‘she's 

really kind of a little enigma’ (PH, 25:29). He also commented on friends’ cats who 

were bold with strangers and, unlike Phoebe will come up and greet visitors and sit 

on their laps. Phoebe’s overall scores were more-or-less neutral (Figure 8.5 F). The 

Neuroticism score was primarily based on her fear of other cats, but this was maybe 

more experience-based (having been attacked) than inherent personality. Although 

she was more cautious of humans than afraid, she was shy and a bit suspicious of 

strangers (Appendix A8.2).  

 

FKH described both Fantastic and Kapow as having ‘very sweet temperaments’ 

(FKH, 17:30), although they hide from strangers who come into the home or try to 

approach them on the streets. Despite being from the same litter, FKH described 

Fantastic as being much more outgoing and social around humans. Kapow took 

longer to socialise and trust FKH and still is wary of most other people. Both cats had 
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the same mother and up-bringing and the only difference FKH mentioned was how 

Kapow was much scrawnier when she took them in and had to be treated fir 

conjunctivitis and cat-flu symptoms. Both cats have very similar scores for all the 

traits, the exception being Kapow was a bit higher on the Neuroticism trait (Figure 8.5 

G, H). However, both cats were hard to score based on how different their behaviour 

was around strangers versus family members. Overall, there were 42% of the 

dimensions that I was unable to score (Table 8.2), especially regarding Extraversion 

and Neuroticism (Appendix A8.2).   

 

8.5.2. Former ‘feral’ cats and personality change? 
 

Prior to Fantastic and Kapow, FKH had another cat, Allie, who she described as 

‘semi-feral’ because she was neglected and not handled during kittenhood. They 

adopted Allie at 11 months, and she lived to be 23. FKH described Allie as being very 

independent and would only occasionally sit on your lap or come for a cuddle. 

However, her current cats, Fantastic and Kapow became quite openly affectionate. In 

fact, all three examples of former ‘feral’ cats in this study (Mimi, Fantastic, and 

Kapow) were reported to have become extremely loving towards their guardians and 

close family members. However, they remained cautious of strangers. Fantastic and 

Kapow were hard to score, and Mimi more so, primarily because of how different 

they were with strangers versus human family members. In all three examples, there 

seems to have been personality changes. This is reflected in Mimi’s former names 

(Golem to Smeagol) which represented a change from a defensively aggressive to a 

sweet and loving persona. However, it is important to bear in mind that the FFM 

devised and tested by (Litchfield et al., 2017) was focused on companion animal cats 

who had presumably been socialised as kittens.   

 

In their study of five felids, including the domestic cat (Felis catus) and the Scottish 

Wildcats (Felis grampia), Gartner et al. (2014) found that only the domestic cats had 

an age dependent variable. As they age, domestic cats become less impulsive and 

more conscientious, similar to previously reported for humans and chimpanzees 

(Gartner et al., 2014). This maybe because, unlike their wild ancestors, Felis catus 

has evolved a social repertoire (Brown & Bradshaw, 2013). It also renders 
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assessment of former ‘feral’ cats more complicated as adult socialisation occurs 

gradually over time and these cats often continue to act differently around strangers 

(see Chapter 7.4.1).  

 

8.6. Conclusions. 
 

The individuality of the cats featuring in this study is apparent in how little background 

predicted their preferences regarding roaming, human companionship, and 

adaptability (Table 8.2). That is not to say that past experiences or circumstances are 

irrelevant. For example, Phoebe’s fear of other cats is likely heavily influenced by her 

experiences of being attacked. However, it does demonstrate how an inflexible 

‘checkbox’ criterion, based on the cat’s history overlooks personality and individual 

adaptability. Especially as cats get older, their needs change and their ability to thrive 

as free-living cats may change. This was the case with Mimi, and the idea that feral 

cats are ’better off left alone’ is not always true. Likewise, some cats are not keen on 

going off roaming, and it is certainly safer for them to remain inside if they prefer. 

However, curtailing the roaming of cats such as Memphis or Kapow would be unfair. 

The arrangement between Conkey and his human represented a compromise 

between Conkey’s desire to roam, their living arrangements, and CH’s need to 

ensure he was as safe as possible. However, with time, effort, and patience, Conkey 

could enjoy roaming for several hours a day, despite living in an apartment complex 

with other indoor-only cats. Arguably Apollo could be similarly accommodated, but 

the fact they live near a busy road makes PALH’s desire to protect him 

understandable.   

 

How different cats functioned within multispecies households and navigated 

relationships with both cat and non-cat animals demonstrated a range of adaptability 

to changing circumstances, such as new family members, moving house, etc. These 

differences could in part be explained by what the cats were reported to have 

experienced in their lifetime, but also brought to the forefront the importance of 

recognising cats as individuals. This is something recognised by experts in cat 

behaviour. Finka (2022, p. 14) stressed that individual cats ‘may demonstrate 

substantial diversity in their human and conspecific sociability.’ Part of this must be 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 291 of 445 

 

an appreciation that genetics as much as circumstances of birth and life experiences 

influences behaviour and personality, and consequently feline well-being. And that 

like humans, cats are individuals shaped by social interactions with the world around 

them. Smuts (2006, p. 125) lamented ‘We humans relinquish personhood over and 

over due to our failure to recognize the subjectivity and individuality of members of 

other species.’ Likewise, cats cannot be understood by simply reducing them to 

genes, biology, and environmental input, but like humans are beings who are more 

than the sum of their parts.  
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9. Discussion and conclusions.  
 

9.1. Summary of key findings 
 

This dissertation elucidated prominent discourses and points of contention 

associated with roaming cats and attempted to synthesize these within the context of 

wider social discourses. Namely, those associated with how humans relate to, 

interact with, and exert dominance over other-than-human animals. Discourses 

related to roaming cats centred around guardianship roles and responsibilities, 

animal agency, cat welfare, and wildlife protection. Chapter 3 demonstrated how 

notions of guardian responsibilities were based upon different perceptions of cats, 

ranging from child-like dependents to independent individuals whose agency should 

be respected. Chapter 4 examined concerns over roaming cats and wildlife predation 

through a ‘moral panic’ framework that demonstrated how the discourses from 

scientists, animal and wildlife advocacy groups, and the media was filtered through a 

local lens. Concerns were often found to be convoluted and entangled within 

discourses related to cat safety, cat welfare, and complaints of ‘nuisance’ behaviours. 

As such, conservationist concerns relevant to specific geographic locales were found 

to be used to argue against neighbourhood cats trespassing in suburban gardens. 

The ‘folk devil’ was often the cats’ themselves, but ‘irresponsible owners’ were 

frequently also framed as the transgressor within a moral panic over roaming cats. 

Furthermore, the analysis found evidence for a potential moral panic over ‘anti-cat 

conservationists’ targeting roaming neighbourhood cats. Chapter 5 explored further 

how the language of ‘feral’ both reflects and shapes how humans perceive and relate 

to cats. This also related back to moral panic theory and discourses surrounding 

roaming cats and wildlife predation, where ‘feral’ served to reinforce a ’folk devil’ 

trope of free-living cats. ‘Feral’ was also found to invoke pity amongst those who 

were adamant that all cats need human care and affection. Discourses surrounding 

cats in the community were examined using a biopolitical framework in Chapter 6, 

revealing how cohesive social mechanisms exert control over feline bodies. 

Especially regarding reproduction, but also in terms of freedom of movement within a 

neighbourhood, cat bodies are subjugated to biopolitical control by normalisation of 

‘responsible guardianship’ practices.  
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Language is central to the theoretical frameworks of moral panic and more-than-

human biopolitics, and the analysis of the various discourses demonstrated how 

humans exert control over other-than-human animals by constructing various 

narratives. However, cats are not without agency and many of the comments 

provided evidence of cats defying human attempts to control them or changing 

human perceptions of cats. The case-study analysis examined how cats and their 

human guardians engaged in interspecies intersubjectivity and co-created meaning. 

Chapter 7 described how different cats functioned within multispecies households 

and navigated relationships with both cat and non-cat animals demonstrating 

adaptability to changing circumstances, such as new family members, moving house, 

etc. Access to the feline perspective proved challenging methodologically. However, 

reconstruction of feline biographies and biographical analyses provided some insight 

into how the various discourses surrounding cats may impact upon feline individuals 

with different circumstances, experiences, and dispositions. Through biographical 

analysis, Chapter 8 bought to the forefront the importance of recognising cats as 

individuals who are not defined solely by their circumstances or history. 

 

9.2. Prominent discourses associated with roaming cats. 
 

9.2.1. The ‘indoor versus outdoor cat’ debate(s). 
 

The ‘indoor versus outdoor cat’ question was central to discourses surrounding 

roaming cats. This is unsurprising, given headlines from several of the sources 

referenced this directly. However, what was interesting was how discourses arising 

from comments about predation by cats and conservationist concerns bled into 

debates about cat welfare, agency, and complaints of neighbourhood cats.  
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Figure 9.1. Key issues arising from the ‘indoor versus outdoor cat’ debate. 

 
Figure 9.1 Legend. Concerns surrounding roaming cats and confinement.  

 

Prominent arguments in favour of keeping cats indoors included (1) saving wildlife 

from predation by cats (Chapter 4), to a lesser degree (2) interbreeding of housecats 

with endangered wild cat populations, and (3) a general annoyance at 

neighbourhood cats defecating on lawns, or damaging property (Chapter 6). A key 

issue from the perspective of cat lovers was cat safety, although the specific dangers 

posed are dependent on locality. For example, in the UK the countryside was 

generally deemed cat-safe by commenters, but in other parts of the world (4) wildlife 

was seen as a threat to cats in rural areas (Chapter 3). (5) In built-up areas the 

dangers cited were road accidents, and a fear of potential harm from cat-hating 

members of the community. (6) Modern living conditions, such as high-rise 

apartments, were another argument given in favour of keeping cats indoors. 

However, (7) arguments against keeping a cat indoors mostly centred around the 

notion that this negatively impacts their happiness. The final point of contention 

surrounds ‘feral’ cats (8), who unlike stray or abandoned cats, do not so readily 

adjust to living in human households.  

 

From the cat guardian/advocate camp, arguments on both sides spoke to cat welfare 

concerns and feline agency. A lot of this discourse was less about the cats 
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themselves, but more about guardian anxiety and fear for their cats’ safety (Chapter 

3). However, those who were pro-roaming were not uncaring, but were convinced it 

was in their cat’s best interest to be able to roam. Different ideas about cat guardian 

roles and responsibilities were discussed in Chapter 3, which examined how the 

discourses reflected different ‘pet parenting’ styles. Arguments in favour of confining 

cats also arose from concerns about wildlife predation. In many regions this is a 

legitimate concern, and cats are a major threat to many endangered species (e.g., 

Bellard et al., 2016; Doherty et al., 2016; Loss & Marra, 2017; Medina et al., 2016). In 

other areas, cat overpopulation also reduces urban biodiversity (Baker et al., 2008; 

Pavisse et al., 2019). However, as discussed in Chapter 4, these studies may be 

contributing to a moral panic over cats in areas that can tolerate a finite number of 

cats. Although the different threads of the ‘indoor versus outdoor cat’ debate are 

often entangled, they can be broken down into three distinct arguments favouring cat 

confinement:  

 

1. Cats should be kept indoors for their own safety. 
2. Cats should be kept indoors to protect wildlife. 
3. Cat should be kept indoors because they are a nuisance. 

 

The first point was countered by arguments about cats needing to roam for 

psychological wellbeing and to express natural behaviours (Chapter 3). Those 

adamant that cats need to roam were roughly equal to those insisting they should be 

kept safely indoors (Chapter 3.5.4, Figure 3.10), but nuances and exceptions were 

more often recognised by those who were pro-roaming. The safety issue is further 

complicated by free-living cats who have never been socialised to humans and for 

whom confinement is not a practical option. However, this was not always 

acknowledged or recognised, especially by those not familiar with or interested in 

cats. The second point is driven by conservationist concerns about the impact cats 

are having on endemic wildlife in certain environments, but also feeds into anti-cat 

discourses surrounding roaming neighbourhood cats (Chapter 4). As demonstrated 

throughout this thesis, these arguments are intertwined and oftentimes convoluted 

and poorly informed. Guardian decisions related to cat welfare and restriction of their 

cats’ freedom to roam recognised there were risks and issues, but that the best 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 296 of 445 

 

decision depended on the country in question, the region (near a wildlife sanctuary, 

city, or suburbs), local environment (roads, apartment complex), and the individual 

cat (history, temperament). Unyielding opinions did exist, such as the resolute belief 

that people in apartments should not have cats because cats need to be outside 

roaming or that all cats should be kept inside because of the harm they cause to 

wildlife. Nonetheless, most individuals recognised circumstances and conditions 

sometimes make choices less straightforward and accepted pragmatic solutions. For 

example, many in favour of keeping cats confined understood that some will never 

fully adjust to such a lifestyle. Likewise, those who believe cats are happiest roaming 

do not necessarily believe the indoor life to be incompatible with feline contentment. 

Conflicting caveats frequently presented themselves, such as a concern for wildlife 

predation combined with a strong resolution that cats should be free to roam. Despite 

varying degrees of nuance, five key themes emerged from the discourse analysis 

that represent different human perspectives.  

 

9.2.2. Five human perspectives.  
 

Based on analysis of online comments associated with the media sources examined, 

and the qualitative survey (Chapter 3-6), key issues surrounding free-roaming cats 

were elucidated (Figure 9.1). From these, five different human perspectives were 

identified. Many of the same issues and human perspectives were also identifiable 

within discourse analysis of the case-study interviews (Chapter 7).   

 

1. Cat rights (confinement is unethical). Cats are free spirits, ‘imprisonment’ is 

unethical, and efforts should be focused on minimising risks and curtailing their 

predation habits.   

2. Protective guardian. Cats are like children and require protecting from outdoor 

dangers. Efforts should be focused on indoor enrichment and providing 

supervised outdoor time.  

3. Respect animal agency. Cats are individuals, and their unique circumstances 

and choices should be respected when making decisions that affect their health, 

safety, and wellbeing. 
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4. Wildlife perspective. Native wildlife supersedes the rights of cats to roam, and 

efforts must be enacted to reduce free-living populations. 
5. Control guardianship. Because cats are domesticated animals, their behaviour 

is a human responsibility and responsible guardians ensure their cats ‘behave 

appropriately.’  

 

These perspectives were not all mutually exclusive. For example, a belief that cats 

need protecting (2) and/or that as a domesticated species cats should be controlled 

(5) conveniently aligns with the assertion that wildlife protection supersedes any right 

of a cat to roam (4). However, a conviction that confining cats is unethical (1) is 

problematic when combined with a concern for wildlife being predated upon by cats. 

Internal conflict between wildlife preservation and feline well-being was evident 

throughout the comments, survey responses, and case-study analysis (for example, 

how MH struggled with her cats’ propensity to kill birds). Sometimes this translated 

as a belief that cats should not be kept as ‘pets’ at all (because confinement is cruel, 

but roaming is not acceptable either). Other times, guardians struggled with an 

internal conflict between wanting what was best for their cats while regretfully 

accepting or denying their hunting activities (Chapter 3.6.2). The regretful acceptance 

or ‘rather they didn’t’ category (Chapter 3, Table 3.4) aligned with the definition of the 

‘Tolerant Guardian’ identified by Crowley et al. (2020a, p. 548) as someone who 

believed outdoor access is important for cats but disliked their hunting habits. 

 

Recognition of these different perspectives will be important in education and 

behaviour change because what matters most to a particular party, and why, will 

influence how they will respond. To find common ground between those who love 

cats and those who love wildlife, Crowley et al. (2022) studied the perspectives of UK 

professionals working in either wildlife conservation or animal welfare who were 

themselves cat guardians. By analysing both professional groups together 

(conservation professionals with cats and welfare professionals with cats) these 

authors found three distinct perspectives: the ‘Conservationist’, the ‘Welfarist’ who 

was focused on ensuring cat safety, and the ‘Liberationist’ who prioritised cats’ 

behavioural freedom. The ’Conservationist’ is primarily concerned with the impacts 

cats have on wildlife populations (Crowley et al., 2022), much like the ‘Wildlife 
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perspective’ identified in my study. My study also included those who were not overly 

concerned with the well-being of cats, rendering simplistic and ethically problematic 

solutions (such as culling) more acceptable. However, Crowley et al. (2022) found 

that cat guardians in both professional groups (animal welfare and conservation) 

shared common concerns, particularly regarding the ethical management of free-

living cats and regulations on breeding. Although some dialogue was UK specific, 

Crowley et al. (2022) highlighted valuable opportunities for constructive dialogue 

between conservation and animal welfare organisations. Namely, by conservationists 

recognising cats as ethically significant beings and working with welfare 

organisations, and by cat welfare groups working with conservation efforts to reduce 

over-population by targeting indiscriminate breeding. Indeed, in an urban context, 

feeding free-living cats in the absence of neutering and vaccinations has been found 

to decrease cat health and welfare (Gunther et al., 2018) as well as negatively 

impacting urban biodiversity (Baker et al., 2008; Pavisse et al., 2019). Insights into 

how conservationist and cat welfare groups can find common ground could inform 

efforts by conservationist to educate cat guardians or help resolve neighbourhood 

conflicts concerning roaming cats. For example, a person who is adamant their cats 

need to roam is unlikely to abide requests to restrict their cats roaming to appease 

neighbours or even reduce predation of endangered species. However, they might 

be receptive to exploring the possibility of constructing outdoor enclosures or 

designing neighbourhood ‘cat parks’ that provide a degree of freedom. Rather than 

alienating these type of cat guardians by ineffectively insisting cats be kept indoors, 

those concerned with reducing predation might be more effective in educating 

guardians on methods to reduce predation. For example, Birdsbesafe® collars have 

been demonstrated to almost half the number of birds being caught by cats 

(Cecchetti et al., 2021).  

 

 9.2.2.1. Cat-haters – a sixth perspective?  

 

Cat haters could potentially constitute a sixth category, although this point of view is 

hard to understand, especially in the context of online trolling that seemed to be the 

motivation of the most extreme comments. For example, there was a commenter 

who posted multiple time in response to comments below the Jackson Galaxy video 
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(Source 1, Appendix A2.2.1) who claimed they shot cats who strayed onto their 

property. They also explained how they enjoyed this and seemed to take pleasure in 

the outraged responses they garnered. Other ‘anti-cat’ comments were clearly more 

light-hearted and/or intended as a joke. For example, writing ‘Yes, recipes please’ 

(BBC217) in response to the BBC headline ‘Should cats be culled to stop 

extinctions?’ (Source 4, Appendix A2.2.4). Several comments (13/310) simply typed 

‘yes’ in response to the BBC headline, and without more context (additional posts 

identifiable as being from the same user) it is not possible to determine the extent of 

the expressed sentiment. For example, a self-identified ‘dog person’, or someone 

who is indifferent to cats, may jokingly reply such without really wishing harm upon 

any felines. In an anonymous online context, it is difficult to determine if such strong 

feelings against felines truly exist. However, comments such as, ‘Yes cats should be 

culled and not just feral ones, they cause allergic reactions, kill birds and drop their 

whoopsies in other peoples gardens’ (BBC380) suggest a degree of genuine 

animosity.  

 

9.2.3. The language of power and control. 
 

Human language is central to moral panic theory and a fundamental tool of 

biopolitical power over populations. Other forms of communication are central to 

interspecies intersubjectivity and co-creation of meaning (see Section 9.2.3). 

However, the lives of cats are invariably impacted and controlled by what humans 

say about them, and how they are presented in human forums (research, the media, 

politics, and social media). Using terms such as ‘owner’ or ‘parent’ or ‘fur-baby’ 

creates narratives of cats as property, dependents, for child-substitutes. This can 

have implications in terms of how individuals and society perceive and treats cats. 

Chapter 3 looked at the different ways in which cats are perceived as companion 

animals, including the notion that they should not be kept as pets. Ideas of cats’ right 

to roam depends on whether cats are viewed as dependents and domesticates or not 

(Chapter 3), and ties into definitions of domestication and ‘feral’ (Chapter 5). 

Language is also central to framing the folk devil in a moral panic as transgressive 

and a threat (Chapter 4). The term ‘feral’ facilitates the ‘othering’ of free-living cats 

and the creation of a ‘feral’ folk devil who is distinct from beloved companion cats.  
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9.2.3.1. What does ‘feral’ mean for cats? 

 

Terms and classifications can also be indicative of human attitudes towards an 

individual or group. Certain labels directly affect how members of a particular group 

are treated by humans. The term ‘feral’ is particularly contentious because it serves 

to ‘other’ certain populations and presents them more as more killable (Hill et al., 

2022). Within an anthropocentric suburban world, some animal species are neatly 

placed in ‘wanted’ (e.g. garden birds) or ‘unwanted’ (e.g. cockroaches) categories, 

but the urban cat may occupy both roles (Hillier, 2015). As an intimate companion, 

the cat ‘becomes “someone” with whom it is possible to exchange the attributes of 

power — meaning we can witness cat-owners allowing their pets to actually exert 

some kind of authority over them, given certain circumstances’ (Blanc, 2020, p. 420). 

Conversely, ‘stray cats may be shunned as they can be seen as dangerous and 

filthy’ (Blanc, 2020, p. 420). The status of urban cats can also move between 

‘desired’ and ‘unwanted’ based on human attitudes towards the cats and perceptions 

of cats as objects of pity or unwelcome visitors (Jaroš, 2018; Chapter 5). 

 

What does feral mean for cats burdened with that label? Although some survey 

respondents were embracing the ‘feral’ label and reframing its connotations of being 

unruly and uncontrolled as positive, in the most part ‘feral’ was a word that evoked 

distain or pity. The comments about ‘Fluffy’ and ‘Snookums’ (Chapter 5.5.1) being 

inherently different from the ‘feral’ cats targeted by conservationist culls, illustrated 

the power of ‘feral’ to ‘other’ free-living cat populations. For stray and abandoned 

companion animals, being classified as a feral or a street cat could be detrimental to 

their chances of finding a home. However, it is also important to consider many free-

living cats may prefer that lifestyle and might not adapt well to being ‘rescued.’ 

Furthermore, urban free-living cats are more positively viewed as community cats, a 

term that implies they belong and fosters a care in the community attitude (McDonald 

& Clements, 2019).  

 

9.2.3.2. Feline citizen rights in Zoopolis. 

 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 301 of 445 

 

In response to the question about guardian responsibility, a survey respondent 

commented that ‘You can’t train a cat social rules that humans abide by’ (S35). But 

should cats be expected to live by human rules? The ‘domesticated animal contract’ 

(see Chapter 6.6.5) could potentially be used to justify human rule over domesticated 

species. However, it does not follow that we should ignore the needs and wishes of 

cats in our communities, nor that we are excused from treating them with dignity and 

respect. But what form might a mutualistically agreeable arrangement take? 

Regarding the conceiving of rights and responsibilities afforded to different groups of 

cats in the community – companion animals, free-living, stray, etc, Schaffner (2022) 

proposed the political theory of animal rights developed by Donaldson and Kymlicka 

(2011) in Zoopolis might be useful. This theory focused on the relational obligations 

that arise from the varied ways that other-than-human animals relate to human 

societies and institutions (Donaldson & Kymlicka, 2011). Zoopolis extended modern 

citizenship theory, which defines universal negative rights due to all sentient beings 

and assigns positive rights due to them based on our relationships to them as 

citizens, denizens, or foreigners. Using this framework, all cats would have the 

negative right to be free from suffering and persecution, but only certain cats (based 

on their ties to the area and/or human community members) would have positive 

rights and be considered community members (Schaffner, 2022). This is akin to how 

humans are granted positive rights, for example, the right to vote in elections is 

based on immigration status. 

  

However, exactly what positive rights are granted to other-than-human members of 

the community is unavoidably co-created based on positive and negative interactions 

with dominant humans. Blanc (2020, p. 412) used a biosemiotics framework to 

understand how ‘alliances between animals and human beings participate in the 

construction of life forms, at the intersection of senses and meaning.’ Based on 

research conducted within several French cities, spanning two decades, Blanc (2020 

p. 414) explored how these ‘urban nature cultures’ inform us about the plethora of 

relationships that develop between human and non-human residents. Both groups 

and individual humans integrate animals as signs of self-identity, and through daily 

practices ‘city-dwellers weave metaphorical links to living beings’ (Blanc, 2020, p. 

414). Perceptions and attitudes towards animal others are influenced by a multitude 
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of different cultural influences and social experiences (Amiot & Bastian, 2014; 

Echeverri et al., 2018; Herzog & Burghardt, 1988; Herzog & Galvin, 1992; Hiils, 

1993). More-than-human animal presences can invoke several positive and negative 

emotions, with fear, disgust, and moral outrage arguably the most damaging. Thus, 

the safety and rights of roaming and free-living cats depend upon much of the 

community viewing them favourably. In this respect, adopting the term ‘community 

cat’ in place of ‘feral’ or ‘street’ cat might foster ideas of the cats belonging and 

invoke a sense of responsibility in relation to supporting neutering of free-living cats 

and a ‘care in the community’ approach. When it comes for caring for community 

cats, engaging with communities has been shown to be most effective, particularly 

amongst lower income residents (Finkler et al., 2011; Finkler & Terkel, 2012; 

McDonald & Clements, 2019). Neutering also influences the behaviour of urban free-

living cats, reducing noise caused by cats fighting and smell from urine (Cafazzo et 

al., 2019). As a biopolitical mechanism, repression of feline sexual behaviours 

renders them more productive members of society, which in turn reenforces ideas of 

social norms within cat-human relations (Chapter 6).  

 

9.2.4. The feline voice and cat-human intersubjectivity.  
 

A shared understanding of human language is not necessary for two-way 

communication. These other (non-human language) forms of communication are 

central to interspecies intersubjectivity and co-creation of meaning. Chapters 3-6 

provided a plethora of examples of how individual cats have influenced the 

discourses. The case-studies enabled me to look deeper into how individual cats 

influenced their humans and co-created meaning. For example, cats coming home to 

whistles or key jangles, or humans understanding the meaning of a particular meow. 

The case studies provided examples of how cats influenced their humans and 

asserted their agency – for example, Conkey and his insistence he wanted to go out 

roaming, or Memphis leaving the cat-sitter and going off to stay with a neighbour for 

a week. I also revealed a range of different feline personalities and demonstrated 

how different cats handle different situations based on inherent disposition as much 

as kittenhood experiences. I was able to revisit the discourses surrounding what is 

‘best for cats’ that emerged from previous chapters, and particularly ‘pet parenting’ 
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types, and examine how the cats who featured in the cases studies might respond 

(Chapter 8). 

 

9.3. Implications and reflections on the research. 
 

9.3.1. Theoretical contributions to academic scholarship.  
 

This thesis contributed to discussions of more-than-human biopolitics in relation to 

cats and control over feline bodies (Chapter 6). This related back to the different ‘pet 

parenting’ types identified in Chapter 3 and demonstrated how norms of cat 

guardianship are constructed. Unlike norms constructed around dog guardianship in 

‘Western’ societies (Skoglund & Redmalm, 2017), ideas about cat guardianship are 

less uniform. Particularly in the UK, the notion that cats need their independence and 

freedom to roam is more engrained. Biopolitical control is also in part enacted via 

reports on the negative impact free-living cats have on wildlife populations. I 

examined how a moral panic of roaming cats is being played out in the middle 

ground between media sensationalism and actions from authorities (Chapter 4.2, 

Figure 4.1). The comments analysed in my study represent a public reaction to 

media reports that are emotive and polarising. While negative social reactions to 

roaming cats might be increasing, my data suggests an almost equal resistance to 

the feline folk devil trope. Furthermore, the reactions to reports on negative effects of 

cat predation do not appear to have changed from those reported 10 years ago in 

response to a New York Times article reporting the detrimental environmental impact 

of roaming cats (Marra & Santella, 2016, pp. 69–71). An increase in controversial 

and hastily enacted by-laws restricting roaming cats (see Section 9.4.1, below) fits 

the model of a moral panic (Stage 3, Figure 4.1). However, as discussed in Chapter 

4, it might be more appropriate to conceptualise multiple moral panics related to 

roaming cats. The discourses analysed in my study could be split between those 

blaming the cats (as inherently transgressive animals) and those who blame humans 

for allowing cats to roam and procreate freely (human deviance leading to 

transgressive animals). Based on concerned commenters, worried their cats might 

be targets for cat culls, there is potential for a panic over conservationists targeting 

roaming neighbourhood cats or seeking to ban cats. However, the media is not 
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fuelling this by framing ‘anti-cat conservationists’ as transgressive or a threat to 

companion cats (Gow et al., 2022).  

 

A theme that unites both theoretical frameworks is human language and how it is 

used to control and wield power over other-than-human animals. For example, ‘feral’ 

is evoked to ‘other’ free-living populations from beloved companion cats. Likewise, 

‘owner’ reinforces the legal status of cats as property, and ‘fur-baby’ infantizes adult 

cats. However, cats also have some agency and influence over human discourses. 

This thesis demonstrated how cats co-create meaning with their human guardians 

(Chapter 7 and 8), and in doing so, contributes to a growing body of scholarship on 

interspecies intersubjectivity.   

 

9.3.2. Methodological musings. 
 

9.3.2.1. The absence of feline interlocutors: Not a problem? 

 

My thesis revealed a lot about how humans think about cats, talk about cats, and 

interact with cats, both in their families and communities. Initially I was disappointed 

that I would not be able to include direct interaction with cats, in part due to 

restrictions imposed by the Covid19 pandemic. However, in retrospect, in-person 

observations and interactions may not have been as informative as I might have 

imagined. Many cats featured in the case studies (for example Fantastic, Kapow, and 

Phoebe) were shy around strangers, and it would have taken months of cohabitation 

to really get to know them as individuals. Even interactions with their humans are 

inhibited in presence of a stranger, so any observational data would have been 

biased towards more extroverted cats such as Conkey or Memphis or Apollo. 

Likewise, cats I encounter out-and-about are predominantly those who chose to 

reveal themselves. Likely I would not encounter someone like Kapow when walking 

around his neighbourhood, and if I visited his house he may or may not have greeted 

me in his human’s presence. Fantastic and Kapow’s human (FKH) shared a story 

about a time when Kapow went missing and she was wandering around the park 

looking for him. During her walk FKH encountered a young woman who appeared to 
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be stoned (she said she could smell marijuana), who was freaking out about a 

‘creature’ in the bush: 

‘…she was like “so there's a creature in the bushes with like massive green 
eyes and I don't know what to do.” And I was like “I do” and I went 'KAPOW' 
and his little head popped out [of the bush] and she said, “is that your 
creature!!” and I'm like “yes, and I'm very sorry he scared you'’ (KFH 22:44).  

More than being an amusing little story, the above excerpt illustrates how cats who 

are outgoing around human friends and family can also be reclusive and fearful of 

strangers.  

 

Even controlled and artificial lab-based behaviour studies are subject to the 

‘experimenter effect’ whereby the presence of the observer alters what is being 

observed (Rosenthal, 1966). The ‘experimenter effect’ can occur via subtle and 

unconscious processes of communication between the experimenter and the human 

or other-than-human animal subject (Rosenthal, 1966). A classic example from the 

early twentieth century is Clever Hans, a horse who was purported to be able to 

count but was in fact responding to subtle cues his handler was inadvertently giving 

out (Gethmann, 2020).  This has methodological implications regarding the study of 

cat-human interactions, but also practical implications regarding how people interact 

with cats (discussed in Section 9.4.3). The experimenter (or observer) effect may 

particularly be pertinent in relation to cats and especially regarding ‘former feral’ cats 

(those socialised later in life). Furthermore, I am interested in subjective relationships 

between cats and their humans, not between cats and myself. My presence would 

have changed the dynamics between the cat and their human, and as such not been 

representative of how the pair interact. However, the interview would likely have been 

the same in person as via video chat.   

 

9.3.2.2. The feline perspective and anthropomorphic accusations. 

 

Much of the discourse analysis was based on anthropocentric data. Because 

anthropocentrism grants human animals greater intrinsic moral worth (Kopnina et al., 

2018), I really wanted to balance this by also drawing from a feline perspective. As 

briefly mentioned in the introduction (Section 9.1), this thesis was not able to fully 

deliver regarding the feline perspective. Although Chapter 8 uses biographical 
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reconstruction and analysis to gain insight into the individual feline perspective it is 

unavoidably anthropomorphic. However, as discussed in Chapter 2.4.1, 

anthropomorphism can hold a legitimate place in academically rigorous research. 

Derrida (2008, p. 157) proffered that anthropomorphism can be useful in comparative 

analysis, drawing upon human experiences to attempt to understand animal others. 

Narrative ethology does engage with self-reflexivity regarding anthropomorphic 

interpretations, it does not prescribe suppression of the human context (McHugh, 

1999, 2011). By employing a narrative ethology approach to biographical 

reconstructions, I was able to recentre the cat as a co-creator within a shared and 

intersubjective social world. According to Milton (2005, p. 260), anthropomorphism is 

about ‘attributing’ (or superimposing) something human in order to understand that 

other-than-human entity. Conversely, the concept of egomorphism is about 

perceiving some relatable quality (Milton, 2005). Although I strove to recognise a 

shared animality (via a philosophical ethology lens), the approach I took to 

reconstructing and analysing feline biographies was, in practice, arguably involved 

more attributing than perceiving. 

 

However, I argue that attributing human interpretations to feline actions and emotions 

is both unavoidable and necessary. Firstly, attributing human characteristics to other 

animals is not necessarily misrepresenting. Whatever unique attributes we assign 

(language, self-awareness, culture, personhood), upon closer examination are 

invariably found to exist to some degree in other animals (Laland & Hoppitt, 2003). 

Furthermore, as humans, we can only understand the world around us as we are, 

using thoughts and emotions we can relate too (Lulka, 2008). Anthropomorphic 

meanings are constructed via various mechanisms, conferring both positive and 

negative effects. ‘Stronger’ forms of anthropomorphism are ‘endorsement of a 

personally-held belief that the non-human agent has humanlike characteristics or 

traits’ (Root-Bernstein et al., 2013, p. 1579). These include cartoon-animals engaging 

in human-like behaviours, such as reading a book, wearing a suit, or going to school. 

It is this form of anthropomorphism, rather than the weaker forms, that can lead to 

misrepresentation and misunderstanding of other-than-human behaviours and 

emotions. The so-called weaker forms of anthropomorphism recognise similarities 

but do not superimpose over-humanised characteristics (Root-Bernstein et al., 2013), 
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and in this respect have much to offer in terms of understanding other-than-human 

experiences. 

 

9.4. Social, political, and practical implications. 
 

9.4.1. Thinking more sensibly about cats. 
 

An unfortunate outcome of moral panics is hastily enacted measures to combat a 

perceived threat and to ameliorate public concerns (Garland, 2008; Walsh, 2017). In 

the case of roaming cats, the threat to wildlife can be weaponised by those who 

dislike cats trespassing on their properties or wandering around the neighbourhood. 

It is not my intention to imply bylaws regarding roaming cats, particularly those that 

apply to parts of Australasia, are never grounded in science. However, several 

bylaws have been deemed controversial, such as the ban on roaming cats that was 

recently approved by the city council in Akureyri, North Iceland (Ćirić, 2021), and 

proposals to ban roaming cats in British Columbia, Canada (McElroy, 2021). It is 

important that any issues surrounding roaming or free-living cats are approached 

sensibly and not driven by prejudice against cats or moral panics. 

 

A content analysis of English-language media reporting on issues surrounding 

roaming cats demonstrated how reports are over-simplified and unbalanced (Gow et 

al., 2022). However, contrary to the claims by Lynn et al. (2019) that conservationist 

discourse was influencing media reporting on roaming cats and framing them as a 

global threat, Gow et al. (2022) found that the media was most influenced by voices 

from cat-centred groups. As such, the environmental impact of roaming cats was 

being downplayed and voices of conservation scientists under-represented (Gow et 

al., 2022). However, as discussed here the issue is a lack of contextualisation and 

the comments demonstrate that there is little recognition of different ecosystems. For 

example, a London Suburb is very different from rural Australia, where roaming 

companion cats continue to pose a threat to endemic species already decimated by 

free-living cats. Luce (2013, p. 394) stressed that responsible journalism requires 

journalists to ‘think beyond the immediate limits of a story [and] to consider its wider 

impact.’ One way in which to achieve this would be by discouraging generalisation 
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when reporting on a specific population of cats. For example, the BBC headline 

(Source 4, Appendix A2.2) evoked multiple (and often heated) discourses unrelated 

to the article because it failed to specify location or context.  

 

Only by understanding how discourses surrounding roaming cats can become 

polarised, reactive, and inflexible, can we begin constructing ways to think more 

sensibly about cats. Any issues regarding the ecological impact of predation by cats 

needs to be considered within the context of the local environment, and solutions 

tailored to the unique circumstances. However, well-thought-out policies are hindered 

by moral panics, where rational thinking is replaced by indignation, outrage, anger, 

fear, and defensiveness. To address this, conservationist issues need to be 

disentangled from concerns regarding perceived nuisance behaviours. Furthermore, 

everyone needs to be cognisant of how conservationist studies can be weaponised 

by parties inherently opposed to roaming cats in their neighbourhood.  

 

9.4.2. Coexisting with cats. 
 

The conclusions from Chapters 3 to 6 led to more questions, namely, how to stop 

panicking and think more sensibly about free-roaming cats? This would entail 

detangling the threads of overlapping debates and multi-stakeholder disputes 

seeking solutions to opposing problems. It would also likely require a community-

based approach. Natoli et al. (2020) compared approaches to the management of 

free-living cats from five European Union (EU) countries, Austria, France, Italy, Spain 

and Portugal, plus the UK, based on the respective national laws. Of the six, only 

Austria and Italy have no-kill policies in place to prevent healthy cats from being 

killed. Only the UK is devoid of any public funding towards the management of free-

living cats and there is no government-supported strategy in place for using trap-

neuter-release (TNR) to control cat populations (Natoli et al., 2020). Several 

ethnographic studies into urban cat-human cultures (Jaroš, 2018), including 

successful (in terms of feline welfare and population control) colony management 

(McDonald & Clements, 2019), demonstrated a ‘care in the community’ approach is 

possible for community cats. However, a major problem is that providing food in the 

absence of organised and sustained neutering efforts can negatively impact feline 
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welfare and exacerbate environmental concerns and complaints from human 

residents (Gunther et al., 2016). Lack of support also took a toll on cat carers who 

dedicated considerable time and effort, invested heavily both emotionally and 

financially and caried the burden of not being able to do enough for the cats (Gunther 

et al., 2016). A comparative study conducted by Natoli et al. (2020) revealed that 

countries around the world all have one thing in common when it comes to the 

humane management of cats, namely they rely on collaborations with volunteer 

organisations and cat caretakers. Thus a ‘care in the community’ approach has the 

potential to benefit community cats, cat carers, the environment, and the community. 

Findings from this study could be applied to such an approach, using the different 

human perspectives (Section 9.2.2) to inform best practice (also see Section 9.5.2, 

below).    

 

9.4.3. Inter-personal interaction with cats 
 

This thesis also provided insight into cat-human intersubjectivity and how cats and 

humans co-created meaning (Chapter 7). However, cats are not easily understood by 

human strangers. Cats are known to be good at hiding discomfort, especially when 

they feel insecure in their environment (Monteiro & Steagall, 2019). Therefore, it is 

important to be mindful of this when interacting with a cat and especially an 

unfamiliar one. Haywood et al. (2021) developed and tested a simple set of practical, 

evidence-based guidelines, designed for guardians, volunteers, and practitioners, to 

enhance comfort of cats during cat-human interactions. These were built around the 

CAT acronym: ‘focused on providing the cat with choice and control (C), paying 

attention (A) to the cats’ behaviour and body language and limiting touch (“T”), 

primarily to their temporal regions’ (Haywood et al., 2021, p. 1). Following the CAT 

guidelines, which prescribed consent and choice and feline-led interaction, did not 

significantly impact human participants’ impressions of a cat’s ‘desirability’ (Haywood 

et al., 2021). From this the authors concluded that prioritising the cat’s comfort (along 

with human safety) does not prevent the human forming positive associations with 

cats. However, a concerning implication of their study was the discovery that in the 

control group, objective measures of feline discomfort were often not detected by the 

human participants (Haywood et al., 2021). This suggested that humans are 
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generally not particularly good at reading negative feline body language and renders 

guidelines imperative to reducing feline stress during first encounters. In a study of 

over 6,000 participants, Dawson et al. (2019) tested how well humans can identify 

feline emotions from cats' faces from video clips. When it came to recognising 

negative states participants’ scores were higher than those predicted by random 

chance, but still low (Dawson et al., 2019). Women, younger persons, and those 

involved in the veterinary profession scored somewhat better, but generally, personal 

contact with cats, including guardianship had little effect of a person’s ability to 

recognise the emotional state of unfamiliar cats (Dawson et al., 2019). The 

aforenoted studies (Dawson et al., 2019; Haywood et al., 2021) were carried out with 

cats and human participants who were not well-acquainted. Over time humans and 

cats can grow more attuned to one another. The cats and humans who featured in 

my case studies seem to for the most part understand each other, although from my 

third person perspective I do not have enough to objectively evaluate what the cats 

think or feel. Furthermore, based on the study by Dawson et al. (2019), my 

assessment of the emotional states of unfamiliar cats might be unreliable at best.  

 

9.4.4. Challenging dogmas about cats. 
 

Hints that adult cats can be socialised emerged from the comment analysis 

(Chapters 3-6). Typically, the success stories entailed a lengthy process of trust-

building over many months or years before a cat would be comfortable being in close 

proximity or assent to physical contact. The question ‘What does “feral” mean to 

you?’ was posted in several cat appreciation Facebook groups, and almost 10% 

(67/771) answered by presenting a cat or cats who were special to them (Chapter 5). 

Sometimes this was simply a photo, but the longer comments shared stories of 

interactions with ‘feral’ cats. These provided some insight into both the challenges 

and successes of socialising adult cats to humans. Some said the cat never 

accepted human contact, despite being fed by the same human for years, whereas 

others apparently became house cats within a few months. The 

unsocialised/socialised dichotomy may not be as rigid as time-limited, lab-based 

experiments suggested. While Kapow, Fantastic, and Mimi were reported to have 

become very affectionate towards their humans, they did not readily befriend 
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strangers. However, Memphis who was handled from kittenhood by multiple people 

in the veterinary practice where MH worked at the time, readily befriends strangers. 

Indeed, levels of socialisation during kittenhood have been shown to influence 

friendliness and lower stress levels of socialised adult cats (Casey et al., 2008). 

Already this suggested that the term ‘socialised’ is on a spectrum, which is something 

Alley Cat Allies recognises in their guide for interacting with free-living cats.29 

 

Many of the comments and responses analysed in Chapter 5 used the terms ‘feral’ 

and ‘stray’ interchangeably. Therefore, stories of ‘former feral’ cats who are now 

content to sit on their human’s lap may simply have been timid strays. Cats can 

appear unsocialised because many will display distrust and timidity in novel 

situations, especially following trauma (Slater et al., 2013). However, these cats often 

become friendly and relaxed again once settled into a new home (Slater et al., 2013). 

For my case studies I initially sought participants who had formed close relationships 

with unsocialised cats. However, as evidenced by comments and the Facebook 

responses to the question of what feral means (Chapter 5), the term ‘feral’ clearly 

means different things to different people. While interesting case-studies that 

provided valuable insight into cat-human relations, Conkey and Luka, were most 

likely stray or abandoned socialised cats. Whereas Fantastic, Kapow, and Mimi were 

likely unsocialised as kittens. The key to Mimi’s acceptance and eventual trust 

seemed to be a combination of patience from MiH, his relationship with Max the dog, 

and a self-recognition that he needed help and could no longer look after himself. 

This suggests that socialisation can and does occur in adult cats, just that it takes 

much longer. An increase in socialisation scores of shelter cats given negative or 

neutral ratings could be observed over a one-year period (Vojtkovská et al., 2022), 

supporting the notion that unsocialised cats can become more at ease around 

humans. 

 

Another widely accepted dogma is that cats lose the capacity to adapt to novel 

circumstances as adults. This may be true to a large degree, and it is advisable to 

socialise kittens to a wide range of human and other-than-human persons and 

scenarios. However, some cats appear readily able to adjust to novel circumstances 

 
29 https://www.alleycat.org/resources/cat-socialization-continuum-guide/  
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as adults. For example, despite never having been socialised to babies, Tambo, 

Fantastic, and Kapow were unperturbed and even snuggled up to the new baby. 

However, Memphis was more distanced until MH’s daughter was past the ‘grabby’ 

toddler stage and could give him treats. Phoebe was however described as being 

terrified of small children, hiding whenever friends brought their children to visit. What 

this says is that cats’ experience different levels of stress during novel experiences, 

regardless of how they were (or were not) socialised as kittens. There is a growing 

body of knowledge relating to various genetic and social factors that influence feline 

sociability, and the diversity of social skills and coping mechanisms has welfare 

implications for cats inhabiting urban environments or living in multispecies 

households (see reviews by Finka, 2022; Natoli et al., 2022). This has implications 

for assessing the suitability of cats in shelter situations for rehoming, and the level of 

stress a cat might encounter following a move or change in family dynamics (such as 

a new baby).  

 

9.5. Limitations  
 

A key caveat of using comments responding to online content is that only those with 

strong opinions and occasional trolls are motivated to contribute. Those who are 

indifferent to cats, or unconcerned about wildlife predation by cats, are unlikely to feel 

inclined to comment. This can create the illusion of a highly polarising debate. 

Another limitation of online comments is the identity of the commenter is concealed. 

Although some platforms did require the commenter provide a town and country, and 

nationality could sometimes be determined from the content and/or spelling (e.g., US 

English versus British English), demographic data on age, occupation, 

socioeconomic status, etc., was lacking.   

 

The survey was an attempt to compensate for this and garner demographic data. 

However, while the survey responses enriched and supported the comment data, 

alone they were not robust or representative of any given population or demographic. 

Furthermore, response numbers were insufficient for quantitative analysis. And while 

quantitative analysis was not the goal, a representative sample would have allowed 

for the survey findings to be generalised to the larger population and for more 
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meaningful comparisons to be made between countries. Sampling bias undoubtably 

resulted from distribution of the survey link. The flyer and survey link were sent out 

via my contacts, requesting them to also share with their networks on social media, a 

commonly used method referred to as ‘network’ or ‘snowball’ sampling (Dobosh, 

2017). Consequently, respondents were primarily UK-based and many likely already 

had an interest in companion animals and/or wildlife (despite a range of formal 

vocations – see Appendix A4.3.3). Although the flyer stated responses were also 

sought from non-cat lovers, there was a disproportionally high number of responses 

from cat guardians (compared to published studies on representative national 

samples). Thus, a key weakness of the survey was a lack of a sampling frame 

strategy that could have targeted voices potentially missing from the comments (such 

as those not overly bothered by or interested in cats or birds). This would have 

further enriched the comments related to ‘nuisance’ behaviours and concerns over 

predation by cats.  

 

The question ‘What does “feral” mean to you’ was posed to members of Facebook 

cat appreciation groups with the intention of garnering responses from people with an 

affinity for cats. The groups were moderated primarily by US or UK residents and all 

communications were in English. Demographics of the respondents were not 

included in the data collection (although it would have been possible to harvest data 

from public profiles, ethical approval for this was not sought). Facebook is the largest 

social media platform worldwide, but the users tend to be older (in the 30-45 age 

range), compared to other popular platforms such as TikTok or Instagram whose 

largest user group is aged 18-25 (Statistica, 2023). Thus, Facebook responses may 

underrepresent young adults, as well as older generations who are less likely to 

engage in any social media platform (Statistica, 2023). Consequently, the responses 

are not representative of all cat guardians.   

 

Several limitations were inherent to my case study analysis. Primarily, accessing the 

feline perspective. Any interpretations of feline behaviours were derived from second-

hand accounts, to which the interviewee had invariably pre-assigned meaning. This 

is problematic because it relies on the assumption that cat guardians know their cats 

well enough to understand what they were feeling or thinking. However, removing the 
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interpretive language and focusing on the descriptive would not provide sufficient 

information upon which to base any kind of ethological analysis. Engaging in 

methodological approaches such as ‘narrative ethology’ and ‘philosophical ethology’ 

might imply I studied feline behaviours. However, I did not engage with feline 

ethology in any greater depth than I did human behaviour or psychology. However, 

when a social scientist describes the social lives of humans, an understanding of 

human behaviour and psychology are not the central focus. When describing the 

social and life experiences of individual cats, I attempted to follow the same 

principles as for human subjects. In this respect, philosophical ethology (Deseret 

2003) served as a framework to guide me towards considering species-specific 

behavioural patterns and biological sense-based perception without these becoming 

the primary focus. Philosophical ethology is an established methodological approach 

that brings a philosophical perspective to the natural and social sciences regarding 

how data is collected and analysed and interpreted (Buchanan, 2018). This approach 

provides a means to practically address the pitfalls of anthropocentrism by 

suspending assumptions about what other-than-human animals can know or feel.  

 

A problem with reconstructing feline biographies is that humans can only think and 

describe others using a human understanding of the world. Anthropomorphism – 

assigning human attributes to other-than-human entities - is to a large extent 

unavoidable. However, emotions and experiences are often not exclusive to humans 

and exist to varying degrees in other species, and I attempted to focus on shared 

animality. In principle I favoured egomorphism, which prescribes using our personal 

experiences to understand others (Milton, 2005). However, the reality is the 

biographies are anthropomorphic, and how much I truly understand of the feline 

condition was not measurable. When writing and interpretating a human biography, it 

is often possible to consult with humans who have shared similar experiences to the 

subject. However, no cat can ever read or challenge the interpretations of these 

biographies. This remains a problem for anyone who attempts to ‘give a voice’ to 

animal others.     
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9.6. Future directions. 
 

9.6.1. Quantitative analysis of key themes. 
 

This thesis did provide some semi-quantitative data in the form of graphs to illustrate 

how prominent a particular thematic coding was. However, as previously stated, 

these were not derived from a quantitatively robust methodology. Rather they were a 

product of a qualitative coding method employed to sort, retrieve, and examine key 

themes emerging from the data (Chapter 2.3.2). However, themes that emerged from 

this thesis could be used to develop quantitative codes that could be applied to the 

data examined here and extended to even larger datasets. Future research might 

attempt to quantify the prevalence of certain discourses and draw comparisons 

across datasets to determine trends related to key demographics such as readership 

base, political climate, or changing attitudes overtime.  

 

Certainly, there is no shortage of data. The 7 sources (Chapter 2.3.3, Table 2.1) that 

I harvested comments from yielded 2505 comments (Table 2.3). Additional 

comments could also have been harvested from some of the less engaged with 

(fewer comments) sources listed in Appendix A2.2.1 to A2.2.3. However, shifting 

through the 2505 comments already presented itself as a mammoth task for 

qualitative analysis, even after removing 905 that were deemed off topic. My 

methods of tagging and sorting the comments for qualitative analysis could function 

as a basis for identifying key search terms and descriptors within a given theme. 

Such an approach would also require engagement with software tools or 

computational coding methods to automate the process as well as statistical 

expertise. However, once a qualitative method and data harvest pipeline has been 

developed and tested, it could also be applied discourse on social media platforms 

such as Twitter.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 4.4.1, an article in The New York Times (Angier, 2013) 

discussing the findings of a peer-reviewed paper on impact of roaming cats on 

wildlife in North America (Loss et al., 2013) received similar levels of engagement 

and responses as those examined in this thesis (Marra & Santella, 2016, pp. 69–71). 
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Ten years later the discourses appear not to have changed in terms of pro-cat or 

anti-cat, pro-roaming, and pro-wildlife discourse. A table is included in the Appendix 

(A9) that lists additional sources and comments counts from sources published post 

2020 (thus unavailable for analysis in the current study). A cursory glance through 

comments responding to these more recent articles indicates that all the themes 

discussed in this thesis are present and waiting for further analysis.   

 

There were 905 comments that were coded as ‘off topic’ and put aside. Within this 

group were comments that alluded to the political climate of the time, such as 

President Trump’s failed re-election campaign and the Covid19 pandemic or referred 

to popular culture.  Such comments, even when presented as a joke, provided insight 

into the political leaning of the individual respondents and the readership 

demographic. In some cases, these might be linked to individual comments related to 

discourses surrounding cats – either because they are also present in posts grouped 

to the other three categories, or because the username is identifiable as the author of 

other posts. A robust analysis of these comments could comprise a whole other 

dissertation, but if a high-throughput quantitative methodology could be developed, 

based on the themes that emerged from this qualitative study, these comments could 

potentially inform a deeper understanding of the possible underlying social or 

demographic variables. Neither the pro- nor anti-cat comments examined in this 

thesis appeared to be more prevalent amongst either an identifiable left or right 

political extreme. However, this is something that could be examined in future 

studies.  

 

9.6.2. Developing a roadmap for a complex landscape. 
 

A conclusion drawn from Chapter 4 is that we need to stop ‘panicking’ and start 

thinking more sensibly about cats (also see Section 9.4.1). Although their goals are 

different, cat welfare advocates and conservationists are unlikely to achieve anything 

in isolation or from putting themselves in opposition with each other. An 

understanding of the different stakeholders, including the more-than-human 

stakeholder such as wildlife and cats, is necessary to align the different priorities of 

each. Combined with studies such as Crowley et al. (2022), who identified 
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opportunities for constructive discourse between conservationists and welfarists, this 

thesis could contribute towards the development of tools designed to help individual 

cats, communities, or conservation efforts. 

 

While cat welfare organisations are built around a desire to help cats, and cat 

guardians typically want what is best for cats, what is best for one cat may not be 

good for another. This thesis provided further evidence of the individual nature of 

cats and how they cannot be understood as a check-box list of history, circumstance, 

and genetics (Chapter 8). That is not to say that studies of feline biology and 

behavioural repertoire can be dismissed, but that they are insufficient to provide a 

holistic understanding of an individual. Finka (2022) and Natoli and Litchfield (2022) 

both stressed that an understanding of the behavioural plasticity and other recently 

evolved traits, as well as an appreciation of inherent individual variations in 

personality is paramount for addressing welfare concerns of both companion animal 

and free-living urban cats. Similarly, I argue that understanding the various 

discourses and points of contention surrounding free-roaming cats will be essential to 

the successful development and implementation of educational or behavioural 

change initiatives. However, academic understanding alone cannot help cats, or the 

humans or communities who care for them. Natoli and Litchfield (2022, p. 18) 

concluded that ‘translation of our findings into effective cat management strategies 

will need more research and input from others. To achieve this goal, they believe 

‘Development and implementation of successful cat management strategies that 

preserve wildlife while protecting cat welfare will need increased collaboration 

between experts from social and biological sciences’ (Natoli et al., 2022, p. 18). This 

is something I wholeheartedly agree with. Building upon the research conducted 

here, a future goal would be to shed light on the entwined threads of debate and 

competing interests. A tool designed to determine the best course of action for an 

individual cat within a given scenario, for example, would need to account for a range 

of variables and stakeholder interests. This would entail further detangling the 

different threads that get crossed between cat welfare, conservation, and unwanted 

(from a human perspective) behaviours. It would also likely involve compromise, with 

some companion cats being forced to relinquish their liberty to roam and 

communities learning to tolerate community cats. There is unlikely to be an effective 
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one-solution-fits-all approach and any cat management programme, whether from a 

cat welfare or conservationist perspective, will need to be developed with and within 

the context of the more-than-human community. An open question is how to go about 

incorporating the feline perspective into community-based approaches.  

 

9.6.3. Speculation and fabulation of feline stories. 
 

To speculate on what the individual feline perspectives on the discourses explored in 

this thesis might be, a future direction could be to apply fictious feline narratives to 

the biographies. Such an approach would engage with the concept of ‘speculative 

fiction’ as a research method. Speculative fiction asks questions, and often the 

question is, ‘what if?’ For example, what if I could understand ‘cat’ and translate to 

‘human’ – what would the feline perspective tell us? 

 

Oziewicz (2017, p. 18) asserted that ‘speculative fiction rejects the “science for the 

West, myth for the rest” mindset’ and can serve to ‘share and reclaim forgotten or 

marginalized modes of engagement with reality.’ Ferrández-Sanmiguel (2022) 

suggested that speculative fiction might also prove to be an important medium for 

rethinking human-animal relations and countering anthropocentrism. Like 

posthumanism and critical animal studies, speculative fiction is ‘interested in 

foundational questions about the nature of human and nonhuman existence’ and is 

‘concerned with the construction of otherness and with what it means for subjects to 

be positioned as others’ (Ferrández-Sanmiguel, 2022, p. 4). Ferrández-Sanmiguel 

(2022) demonstrated this concept with an analysis of two literary texts with 

catastrophe narratives to explore how a focus on disaster can destabilise the 

human/animal binary. Similarly, presenting a ‘humanised’ version of a plausible 

other-than-human narrative might help challenge anthropocentrism.  

 

When science advances at a fast pace, new moral and ethical conundrums often 

present themselves too late. For example, ethical and social issues surrounding uses 

and applications of gene-drive technologies are struggling to keep pace with the 

technological possibilities (de Graeff et al., 2021; Kormos et al., 2022). Speculative 

science fiction allows us to ponder possible outcomes of technologies that might be 
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possible in the future (Delgado et al., 2012; Isa & Hj Safian Shuri, 2018). In relation to 

the Anthropocene and de-extinction (the capacity to bring back species recently 

extinct species) or rewilding (re-introduction of a species to an area) there is the 

potential to change the story of anthropogenic climate change and species decline. 

Whether we are considering bringing dinosaurs, the woolly mammoth, or the 

passenger pigeons back to life, or re-introducing European wild cats to areas they 

disappeared from over 100 years ago, there is much more to consider than simply 

the science of ‘how’. The ‘what if’ question becomes imperative:  

‘Will such experiments ever lead to the creation of populations big enough to 
be released back into the wild? If so, what ecological consequences would 
ensue, given that, even in the case of the relatively recent extinction of the 
passenger pigeon, a century has gone by without it and its ecological niche 
has been occupied by other species?’ (Heise, 2016, p. 210). 

 

Speculative fiction also holds the potential to challenge anthropocentric thinking by 

asking readers to imagine what other-than-human animals might think, feel, or 

experience by speculating on ‘what if other-than-human animals could speak to us?’  

Haraway (2016, p. 10) built on a concept of ‘speculative fabulations’ that include 

speculative fiction (science fiction/fantasy), situated feminisms, string figures 

(experimenting with patterns and possible connections), and arguably, speculative 

philosophy. Haraway believes science fiction and science fact need each other, and 

that stories are fundament tools for discovering new ways of thinking, being, and 

caring in a multispecies world. 

 

Thus, a speculative fiction approach might explore what the cats in my study might 

be feeling and thinking, and how human actions or interactions might affect them. 

This would build on the premise that cats possess the capacity to experience the 

same basic emotions as humans – love, fear, happiness, sadness, contentment, 

boredom, etc. And while they might not experience emotions in the exact same way 

as humans, science backs up the assertion that as sentient beings they can and do 

think and feel (Paul et al., 2020). In literature, fabulation is the act of inventing or 

relating false or fantastic tales. Giving a human voice to a cat is an act of fabulation. 

Cats cannot read or write English because their brains do not have the same 

capacity for language as humans (Paul et al., 2020). That does not mean cats cannot 

understand or communicate with humans, but simply that cats do not speak or think 
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in the same linguistic fashion as humans. However, the goal would not be to delude 

the reader into believing the invented narratives are what the cat would think if they 

could think like humans. Rather, they would represent an attempt to envision a feline 

perspective and to translate that into something that could be used to challenge the 

anthropocentric discourses surrounding roaming cats (presented in this thesis). Such 

an approach could be deployed within the context of developing a roadmap for ‘co-

existing with cats’ or reducing the impact of feline predation (Section 9.5.2).  
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(traditional cafes that also have cats who are free to interact with the customers). I will seek 

written consent from the proprietor, and members of staff on duty and provide them with a 

copy of the Information Sheet. 

 
 
 
 
My sampling will include conversations that I observe online, as well responses to questions I 

direct at participants. I will present myself as an anthrozoology student, and make it clear that I 

am interested from an academic perspective and may subject any shared information to further 

analyses and publication. I will join forums as an anthrozoology student, and I will be 

transparent in my intentions to use any shared material in this research project. Before joining a 

FaceBook group, I will first liaise admins and gain their approval. Any comments I write myself 

will include a signature line that states my role as a researcher and directs readers to the 

‘Information sheet’ which will be posted as an online PDF. Where forums are closed, I will seek 

specific consent from the hosts and members before collecting data. In accordance with ASA 

Ethical Guidelines (2011) I will endeavour to be sensitive to the possible implications of re-using 

electronic texts, images and sounds, not only in terms of ethical responsibilities to the subjects 

but also in relation to the Intellectual Property Rights held either by the subjects themselves or 

by those who created the images or recordings in the first place. This will also include those 

electronic texts, images and sound obtained from the public domain. 

 
My research will also include anonymous questionnaires constructed using an EU based Survey 

app such as Qualtrics (I will not use any survey application that will transfer research data 

outside the EU) and shared via social media. The link will be shared on online-forums and 

forwarded to potential volunteers. The intention of these will be to collect demographic data in 

the context of open-ended questions that encourage respondents to divulge as much as they 

feel comfortable sharing. The questionnaire will not request any identifying information, and any 

identifying information left in the open question section will be removed before publication. The 

survey will provide a cover clearly outlining the aims of my research and how the         

information will be used, and that continuing constitutes consent. All participants must declare 

that they are over 18yrs of age and have read the ‘Information sheet’. 

 Survey questions:  

 I will request that an information sheet will be placed at the  

counter, and that customers are alerted to my presence and given the opportunity to explicitly  

object (in which case they will not be included in my field notes). This will be less obtrusive than 

approaching each customer myself.  
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by their caretakers. The researcher will not approach or interfere in any way with cats for the 

propose of this research. 

 All primary data will be kept in a password protected file on my university U-drive, and non-  

 electronic field-notes will not contain personal information such as participants real names. 
 Prior to text analysis, primary data will be edited and resaved in a format that changes  

 participants names and removes any indemnifying data. Any photographs will likewise be edited  

 to obscure any human faces.  

 

THE VOLUNTARY NATURE OF PARTICIPATION 

 
 

SPECIAL ARRANGEMENTS 

 The online survey and information will be made large format for the use by participants with  

 special needs.  

 

THE INFORMED NATURE OF PARTICIPATION 

 
 

ASSESSMENT OF POSSIBLE HARM 

 
 

DATA PROTECTION AND STORAGE 

All human participants of the online questionnaire, and groups or individuals to whom I direct 

questions will be provided access to the information sheet and reminded that their participation 

is voluntary and their identities will be protected via anonymisation. 

The online survey will be prefaced by an information sheet, outlining the nature of my research 

and how the participants responses will be used. Participation in the online survey is implied 

consent. My social media profiles, including those attached to private groups, will link to this 

same information sheet. Any direct interactions online – e.g. posing when a question to a group, 

or interacting with a specific individual – will include a statement role as a researcher and link to 

the information sheet. 

The researcher: possible harm to myself may include stalking, but this can be minimised by a 

professional profile and online account that is not attached to my private social media activities, 

and is used exclusively for this project. I will not be taking photographs or going into areas that I 

would not normally frequent as part of my everyday life, namely towns in Germany and the UK. 

Furthermore, I will not be approaching or attempting to interact with any strange cats and all 

observations will be at a distance. No travel will be undertaken for the specific purpose of this 

research 

Human participants: By asking questions that could potentially be perceived as contentious, 

participants could potentially be led to post public comments that draw unwanted attention, 

bullying, or threats. Furthermore, drawing attention to inflammatory comments may expose 

participants to unwanted attention or threatening behaviour. However, my role as a researcher 

will be predominantly observatory, and all identifying information will be removed before the 

publication of any part of my research. The goal of this research is not to initiate debate, but to 

study existing concerns, points of contention, and attitudes. 

Feline participants: There is the potential that the publication of undesirable feline behaviours, 

such as wildlife predation, may expose members of the species to harm by certain community 

members. However, the goal of my research is not to measure actual harm caused by cats or 

caused by humans in retribution, but rather to assess public perceptions. 

Third parties: It is not anticipated that my research will negatively impact on anyone not directly 

involved in the study. 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 327 of 445 

 

 

 

SSIS Ethics Application form_template_2018/19 Page 6 of 8  

 

I will store all data in a password-protected file on the University of Exeter U drive . I will ensure 
that I am GDPR compliment (I have successfully completed ‘Information Governance and 
Security’ module online). I will not pass on this raw (non-anonymised) data to anyone, and any 
comments collected from public online forum will have identifying information removed before 
analysis. 

 

DECLARATION OF INTERESTS 

 
 

USER ENGAGEMENT AND FEEDBACK 

 
 

INFORMATION SHEET 
Title of Project: Urban ‘community cats’: A study of cat- human relationships and human 
perceptions of free-roaming neighbourhood cats. 

 
Researcher name: Kristine Hill 

 
Summary and purpose of the research: 

 
This study seeks to understand how people relate to cats in their family and/or in their 
community. Through a better understanding how cat-human relations, and attitudes towards 
free- roaming and feral cats, are influenced by facts, experiences, and sensationalist reporting, 
future efforts can be better focused towards ethical solutions and education that benefit cats, 
humans, and the environment. 

 
What would taking part involve? 
Participation includes answering open-ended questions and/or freely sharing experiences and 
opinions, and providing demographic information. Any identifying information will be removed 
or anonymised. Demographic data collected will be limited to age-range, gender, living 
arrangements (apartment, house, farm), country or residence, rough location and community- 
type (city or rural), occupation, education, and socioeconomic status, and cat ownership status 
(current, passed, never). Any names, email addresses, town or village names, or other 
potentially identifying information will be removed or replaced with a pseudonym prior to data 
analysis. 

 
What will happen if I don't want to carry on with the study? 
Active participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time by informing 
the researcher that you no longer wish to participate. You do not need to provide a reason for 
withdrawing. 

I am a PhD researcher and data collected as part of this study will be included in my PhD thesis, 
academic publications, and shared at professional conferences. Research outcomes may also be 
shared with welfare organisations and general interest groups. All data will be anonymised  
prior to sharing. This research is not funded by a commercial interest or other agency vested in 
a particular research outcome. 

I strongly believe in accessible research communication. I will provide all participants with my 
contact email and share my PhD dissertation with anyone who expresses an interest. I also 
intend to provide an abbreviated report to share on the discussion groups and forums that I 
participated in during the course of this project. During the course of my doctoral research I will 
publish a blog specifically for the purpose of communicating research output to a general 
audience. This will include options for visitors to ask questions and provide feedback. 
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How will my information be kept confidential? 

The University of Exeter processes personal data for the purposes of carrying out research in the 

public interest. The University will endeavour to be transparent about its processing of your 

personal data and this information sheet should provide a clear explanation of this. If you do 

have any queries about the University’s processing of your personal data that cannot be resolved 

by the research team, further information may be obtained from the University’s Data 

Protection Officer by emailing dataprotection@exeter.ac.uk or at  

www.exeter.ac.uk/dataprotection 

 

Data will be collected anonymously and stored in a password University U drive, and any 

identifying information provided in response to open-ended questions will be removed prior to 

further analysis. Any names, email addresses, town or village names, or other potentially 

identifying information will be removed or replaced with a pseudonym prior to data analysis. 

 

What will happen to the results of this study? 

 
The results of this study will be incorporated into my PhD dissertation. They may also be written 

up for publication in peer-reviewed academic journals, presented at professional conference, or 

shared with animal welfare organisations. Summaries of the research findings will be written up 

for general audiences and shared as press releases. 

 

Who is organising and funding this study? 

This research is part of a PhD project, which is part of the Exeter Anthrozoology as Symbiotic 

Ethics (EASE) working group: https://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk/ease/ 

 

Who has reviewed this study? 

This project has been reviewed by the Exeter University College of Social Sciences and 

International Studies (SSIS) Research Ethics Committee at the University of Exeter (Reference 

Number xxx). 

 

Further information and contact details 

Participants can contact the researcher for further information: kh458@exeter.ac.uk 

If you are unhappy with any aspect of the project or wish to complain you may contact EASE 

direction and project supervisor Prof. Sam Hurn, s.hurn@exeter.ac.uk, or Prof. Susan Kelly, 

Sociology, Philosophy and Anthropology Departmental Ethics Representative 

s.e.kelly@exeter.a.uk, (UK) 01392 725139. 

 

Thank you for your interest in this project 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of Project: Urban ‘community cats’: A study of cat- human relationships and human 

perceptions of free-roaming neighbourhood cats. 

 
Researcher name: Kristine Hill (kh458@exeter.ac.uk). 

 
Before being able to continue with the online questionnaire, participants must check ‘Yes’ in 

response to the following: 
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 I confirm that I am aged 18yrs or older Y/N  

 I confirm that I have read the information sheet (above) and had all my questions answered Y /N  

 I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw my data up to  

 publication of results without giving any reason and without my legal rights being affected Y/N  

 
 

SUBMISSION PROCEDURE 

 
Staff and students should follow the procedure below. 

 

Post Graduate Taught Students (Graduate School of Education): Please submit your completed application 

to your first supervisor. 

 

All other students should discuss their application with their supervisor(s) / dissertation tutor / tutor and 

gain their approval prior to submission. Students should submit evidence of approval with their application, 

e.g. a copy of the supervisors email approval. 

 

All staff should submit their application to the appropriate email address below. 

 

This application form and examples of your consent form, information sheet and translations of any 

documents which are not written in English should be submitted by email to the SSIS Ethics Secretary via 

one of the following email addresses: 

 

ssis-ethics@exeter.ac.uk   This email should be used by staff and students in Egenis, the Institute for Arab 

and Islamic Studies, Law, Politics, the Strategy & Security Institute, and Sociology, Philosophy, 

Anthropology. 

 

ssis-gseethics@exeter.ac.uk   This email should be used by staff and students in the Graduate School of 

Education. 

 

Please note that applicants will be required to submit a new application if ethics approval has not been 

granted within 1 year of first submission. 
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A1.4. Ethics extension. 

 

 
 
 

SSIS RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
MINOR AMENDMENT REQUEST 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

I request approval to extend my study by performing unstructured interviews (using Zoom 
software) with individuals who feed and care for urban feral catsand case-study participants. 
Furthermore, I would like to request ethical approval to enlist volunteers (individuals and their 
cat/s) as case studies representing both indoor-only catsand cats that roam outside. This builds 
up the data collection and analysis already approved for in my original ethics application. 

Participants will be recruited via social media (Facebook, Twitter) using open requests in relevant 
cat community groups (after obtaining permission from the group admins). The information   
sheet will be appended to all messages, and potential participants will be asked to contact me via 
my Exeter University Email to express their interest. Prior to the interview I will re-present the 
information sheet (updated version attached), explain the interview will be recorded, and ensure 
they understand and consent (via text box). All interviews will be transcribed and a copy (with 
identifying information removed) sent to participants for their approval. Interviews will be 
unstructured, and a list of questions that would be used are attached. 

For the case studies, I would seek explicit permission from participants to use their social media 
posts, blogs, or other formats they already use to document relationships with their cats. 
Participants would be asked to send any content and/or links to material (blogs etc.,) that they 
are comfortable sharing to my university Email. All identifying information would be removed 
prior to analysis and publication and kept on the  password-protected University of Exeter U- 
drive (as described in original ethics application). I would not use any information relatedto 
other human household members who are either under 18 or not willing and able to provide 
consent. In addition, I will perform unstructured one-on-one interviews with case study 
participants (using video chat). I may ask questions relatedto the cat’s daily routine, if, when, 
and how often the cat(s) go outside. This may include specific COVID-19 relatedaspects, such as 
routine changes brought about from home-office arrangements and additional concerns about 
letting cats outside. However, the primary research questions remain the same as previously 
outlined. The goal of the case studies is to extract information on how the human and cat 
interact, their daily routines, the lifestyle of the cat (indoor only versus free-roaming cats), and 
how individual cat personalities form relations and adjust to different routines. Case-study 
participants will also be requested to fill out a survey designed to assess their cats’ personality, 
based on Litchfield et al., (2017, PLoS ONE 12(8): e0183455). I would walk through the questions 
with the participant (via video chat) in case they have questions about interpreting the questions. 
This survey is non-invasive and involves someone close to the cat (the participant)               
scoring the cat on a list of personality traits. 

All human participants would be consenting, over 18, and not members of vulnerable groups. 

NAME OF PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR 

Kristine Hill 

Email:  kh458@exeter.ac.uk Tel: Click here to enter text. 

 201919-166 
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A2. User comments datasets. 
 

A2.1. Data source selection. 
 

The first two sources from which comments were harvested (see A2.2. below) were 

selected based on their content and high engagement in the comment section. The 

rest were selected based on the criteria explained in Chapter 2.3.3, from the Daily 

Mail Online, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) archives, and the British 

Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) news website. Results of those searches are 

explained below. 

 

A2.1.1. Daily Mail article selection. 

 

I searched the Daily Mail Online site for articles related to roaming or free-living 

(‘feral’) cats published between January 2019 and October 2020.30 Search terms 

comprised combinations of ‘cat’ ‘feral’ and ‘predation.’ The search retrieved 31 

articles that met the criteria of being about roaming or free-living cats, but not in 

relation to Covid19 (see table below). Of these, nine had greater than 50 user 

comments and studies based on free-living cats in Australia were over-represented. 

The three articles selected from the Daily Mail represent three distinct stories about 

cats in the UK, Australia, and the US, with comments from users in all these 

countries. Rows shaded light blue in the table below correspond to sources used in 

this study. 

 
 
Daily Mail Headline and URL 
(Articles related to cats and covid are omitted) 
 
Rows shaded light blue correspond to sources 
used in this study. 

 
About 

 
Date 

 
Comment 
counts 

    
Is your cat a secret serial killer? Miniature cameras 
that spy on pet moggies reveal they bring home 
very few of the creatures they kill, study shows: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
8729267/Mini-cameras-spy-pet-cats-reveal-bring-

Based on research in 
South Africa 

14 Sept 
2020 

333 

 
30 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/home/sitemaparchive/index.html  
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home-creatures-kill.html  
Are you a 'concerned protector,’ a 'tolerant 
guardian' or a 'freedom defender'? Researchers 
identify five types of cat owner in quest to reduce 
hunting of endangered birds: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-
8690573/Researchers-identify-five-types-cat-
owner-quest-reduce-hunting-endangered-
birds.html  

Based on research in 
the UK (Crowley et al., 
2020a). 

3 Sept 
2020 

68 

Paws for thought on International Cat Day: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/afp/article-
8603719/Paws-thought-International-Cat-Day.html 

Cat personality and 
behaviour 

7 Aug 
2020 

0 

Cat owners are up in arms as they fail to stop new 
laws forcing them to walk their pets on a LEASH 
and keep them indoors at night: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
8431091/Cat-owners-fail-stop-new-laws-force-walk-
pets-LEASH.html  

Laws in parts of 
Australia 

17 June 
2020 

49 

New weapon in the war against feral cats: Amazing 
device kills pests using lasers and poison gel - 
WITHOUT accidentally targeting native animals: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
8368281/Researches-set-Felixer-traps-target-kill-
feral-cats-Australia-spraying-poison.html  

Australia’s ‘war on cats’ 29 May 
2020 

4 

Shock as a feral cat is found with 17 critically-
endangered lizards inside its stomach: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
8367827/Feral-cat-SEVENTEEN-dead-lizards-
inside-stomach.html  

Australia’s ‘war on cats’ 29 May 
2020 

22 

Frightening photo shows an enormous feral cat 
carrying a 6kg sand goanna in its mouth in 
Australia's rugged Simpson Desert: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
8353159/Enormous-feral-cat-captured-dead-sand-
goanna-mouth-Australias-rugged-Simpson-
Desert.html  

Australia’s ‘war on cats’ 25 May 
2020 

282 

Killer cats! Study finds feline pets slaughter 230 
MILLION reptiles, birds and mammals each year in 
Australia as a result of irresponsible owners: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-
8332221/Killer-cats-Study-finds-pets-slaughter-
230-MILLION-animals-Australia-year.html  

Australian-based study 
(Legge et al., 2020) 

18 May 
2020 

108 

Rescued feral kittens named after key NHS figures: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/pa/article-
8240231/Rescued-feral-kittens-named-key-NHS-
figures.html  

Feral cats in the UK 21 Apr 
2020 

0 

Pet cats have a 'catastrophic impact' on local 
wildlife when allowed to roam free as they kill up to 
TEN times more prey than wildcats, study claims: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-
8100023/Cats-catastrophic-impact-local-wildlife-
allowed-roam-free.html  

USA-based study 
(Kays et al., 2020) 

24 Mar 
2020 

365 

Australian councillor pushes to BAN cats across 
the entire city: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
8094625/Australian-councillor-wants-cats-
BANNED-entire-city.html  

Laws in parts of 
Australia 

10 Mar 
2020 

0 

Cats WILL eat a dead human given the chance, 
scientists find, after feral felines manage to slip into 

Research from The 
Colorado Mesa 

15 Jan 
2020 

443 
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grounds of forensic research center to feast on the 
flesh of bodies left outside: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-
7891767/Cats-eat-dead-human-experts-observing-
two-felines-munch-remains.html  

University's Forensic 
Investigation Research 
Station (USA) 

Cats will have to be walked on LEASHES under 
new laws banning pets from going outside alone: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7628861/Darwin-council-votes-cats-kept-
leashes.html  

Laws in parts of 
Australia 

30 Oct 
2019 

45 

Why you should NEVER let your cat out at night: 
Shocking footage shows the moment a tabby 
casually kills a wallaby: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7397427/Shocking-footage-shows-domestic-cat-
casually-kill-wallaby.html  

Footage from NT 
Department of 
Environment and 
Natural Resources 
(DENR), Australia 

27 Aug 
2019 

48 

Cat called Tiger who went missing 11 YEARS ago 
is reunited with family after shelter worker who lives 
near their home found the cat in her front yard and 
scanned his microchip: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7393611/Cat-missing-11-YEARS-reunited-family-
local-shelter-worker-scans-microchip.html  

US-based story 26 Aug 
2019 

70 

Cat enthusiast who built a giant £10k zoo-style 
enclosure for her four domestic felines could be 
forced to tear it down because she didn't get 
planning permission: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7294689/Ex-police-officer-53-built-10-000-
enclosure-four-cats-forced-tear-down.html  

UK-based story 1 Aug 
2019 

440 

Pet cats in Australia kill 75 animals EACH per year 
and feral felines are rapidly wiping out our native 
species - as experts say don't let them outside: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7271247/Pet-cats-Australia-kill-75-animals-year-
ferals-wiping-native-species.html  

Based on research 
from the Australian 
National University   

22 July 
2019 

38 

Mother reveals how she almost died after she was 
scratched by a stray CAT in her garden: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7269709/Mother-reveals-died-scratched-stray-
CAT-garden.html  

UK-based story 21 July 
2019 

23 

Foul felines! Owners of 'mean moggies' share their 
cats' most outrageous acts - including one who 
attacked a cleaner and made him quit: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-
7200847/Cat-lovers-share-experiences-foul-
felines.html  

UK-based story 1 July 
2019 

57 

Pensioner, 90, leaves feral cats to breed in her 
squalid backyard – as animal activists beg the 
public to adopt the FORTY kittens before they're 
'murdered' by the council: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7114679/Feral-cats-overrun-Kingsford-home-
authorities-threaten-euthanise-40-them.html  

Australian-based story 11 June 
2019 

7 

One man's war against the ferals destroying 
Australian wildlife: How animal lover Barry Green 
has killed almost 1,500 cats - and, yes, his hat is 
made out of moggy fur: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-

Australia’s ‘war on cats’ 5 June 
2019 

1 
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7076733/Catman-Kangaroo-Island-trapping-killing-
feral-felines-20-years.html  
Cats could be banned from going outside and dogs 
could be seized for barking too loudly under radical 
new pet laws: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
7025609/Cats-banned-going-outside-dogs-seized-
barking-loudly.html  

Laws in parts of 
Australia 

14 May 
2019 

6 

Australia's answer to a cat-astrophe: Poison-laced 
sausages to be airdropped across the country in a 
bid to wipe out millions of feral felines - and it's 
outraged animal rights groups: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
6965759/Millions-feral-felines-wiped-airdropping-
sausages-laced-poison.html  

Australia’s ‘war on cats’ 27 Apr 
2019 

128 

Australia's growing cat-astrophe: Feral felines are 
wiping out dozens of nearly extinct species and kill 
377million birds a year: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
6784855/Australias-cat-astrophe-Cats-killing-
nearly-extinct-species-kill-377-million-birds-
year.html  

Based on interview 
with Australian-based 
scientist Prof Wonarski 

8 Mar 
2019 

75 

Rabid cat attacks two people and a cop in a small 
Florida town that is infested with feral felines: 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
6782267/Rabid-cat-attacks-two-people-cop-small-
Florida-town-infested-feral-cats.html  

US-based story 7 Mar 
2019 

20 

 

A2.1.2. Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) article selection. 

 

A similar search of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) archives retrieved 

12 articles.31  All but two had less than 10 comments (see table below). The chosen 

article was the only one (shaded blue in table below) with more than 50 comments 

and discusses a study intended to map the predation habits of Vancouver cats. 

 
 
CBC Headline and URL 
(Articles related to cats and covid are omitted) 
 
Rows shaded light blue correspond to sources used 
in this study. 

 
About 

 
Date 

 
Comment 
count 

    
Feed indoor cats once a day, says new research 
from University of Guelph: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/kitchener-
waterloo/one-meal-cat-study-guelph-1.5746137  

Study from Ontario 
Veterinary College 

4 Oct 
2020 

6 

Bob, the much-loved cat of Atlin, B.C., has died: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/bob-the-cat-
dies-1.5340419   

Local story 30 Oct 
2020 

2 

Regina volunteers turn coolers into cat condos: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/cat-

Local story 17 Sept 
2020 

5 

 
31 https://www.cbc.ca/search  
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cooler-condos-1.5726239  
Cat count aims to map where felines are most active 
— and deadly — across Vancouver: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-
columbia/cat-count-aims-to-map-where-felines-are-
most-active-and-deadly-across-vancouver-
1.5704654  

Study to be 
conducted by 
University of Guelph 
in Ontario to map 
predation habits of 
Vancouver cats 

30 Aug 
2020 

77 

Cornwall considers bylaw change to wrangle feral cat 
population: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/cornwall-
stray-feral-cats-bylaw-covid-19-meow-1.5616327  

Ontario 21 June 
2020 

0 

Like the cats of Little Bay Islands, some at the Green 
Bay dump now getting a helping hand: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-
labrador/nova-scotia-cat-rescue-1.5473732  

 24 Feb 
2019 

5 

Advocates propose new Edmonton feral cat 
management plan: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/feral-cat-
edmonton-1.5428675  

 16 Jan 
2020 

8 

City to host cat licensing and microchip events: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/city-to-host-
cat-licensing-and-microchip-events-1.5308262  

 4 Oct 
2019 

2 

Who let the cats out? Cornwall moves to curb stray 
population: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/cornwall-
cats-spay-neuter-bylaw-1.5246350  

 14 Aug 
2019 

22 

House cats abandoned in rural Alberta frustrate 
landowners: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/abandoned-
cats-sundre-1.5405023  

 21 Dec 
2019 

10 

Sudbury Pet Save director alarmed by number of 
homeless cats and kittens: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/sudbury/pet-save-
jill-pessot-homeless-cats-kittens-1.5390756  

 10 Dec 
2019 

4 

 

A2.1.3. British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) article selection. 

 

BBC online news stories containing the tag ‘cats’ were searched.32 Only six relevant 

stories were retrieved, with only one having comments (shaded blue in the table 

below). However, despite the BBC closing comments relatively soon after 

publication, the selected article received over 391 comments.  

 
 
BBC Headline and URL 
(Articles related to cats and covid are omitted) 
 
Rows shaded light blue correspond to sources 
used in this study. 

 
About 

 
Date 

 
Comment 
count 

    
Why the French are 'European champions' at 
abandoning pets: 

French story 9 Aug 
2020 

0 

 
32 https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/cvjk7vv0w40t  
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-
53677571  
Elderly woman given 10-day jail sentence for 
feeding stray cats: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-
49184665  

Story from Ohio, USA 31 July 
2019 

0 

Cat flap uses AI to punish pet's killer instincts: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-48825761  

 1 July 
2020 

0 

Ruddington housing estate named after Wilbur 
the cat: https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-
nottinghamshire-51586712  

UK story 22 Feb 
2020 

0 

Should cats be culled to stop extinctions?: 
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-
47721807  

 28 Mar 
2019 

391 

Cats need change in road accident law, 
campaigner urges: https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-
england-manchester-47203786  

 11 Feb 
2019 

0 
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A2.2. Data source descriptions. 

 

A2.2.1. Source 1 (GJ). 

 

YouTube video by Jackson Galaxy: Indoor Cat Vs. Outdoor Cat? 
 

On the 21 August 2019, Jackson Galaxy uploaded a short video to his YouTube 

channel, where he addressed the merits of keeping cats indoors versus allowing 

them to roam freely.33 The video was chosen as a focus for this study in part because 

the popularity of Galaxy Jackson draws a large audience, providing scope for lively 

debate in the comments section, and because the topic directly addresses the issue 

of whether or not cats should be kept indoors. The video clip is entitled ‘Indoor Cat 

Vs. Outdoor Cat?’ is 7m47s long, and the accompanying blurb reads:  

‘In this episode of Cat Mojo, I take you through the sometimes very sticky 
landscape that is the indoor vs. outdoor debate. Of course, each side has 
merits (as does the middle ground), and no matter where you land, there’s 
always something new to learn!’ 

Jackson attempts to provide a balanced discussion and makes suggestions for 

improving the survival rate of outdoor roaming cats. However, he states his position 

as favouring keeping cats indoors for their own safety and is a big advocate for catios 

(enclosed patios, or garden areas for cats). On 23 October 2019 the clip had 

received 268,523 views, over 14,000 likes, 208 dislikes, and 3886 comments. The 

first 1200 comments, including responses to other posters, were retrieved, and saved 

as a CVS file. This number corresponded to several days, thus included comments 

from all time zones.   

 

A2.2.2. Source 2 (SMB). 

 

Magazine article: The Great Outdoors (Debate). 
 

The article ‘The Great Outdoors (Debate): What are the health risks of letting your cat 

roam free?’ was written by Gregory Bishop, a veterinarian based in Oregon, USA, 
 

33 Link to watch the YouTube video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZJ_qkklZyM  
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and published online on by Science-Based Medicine (SBM), a magazine exploring 

issues and controversies in the relationship between science and medicine.34 

Published online on 11 May 2018, the article is just under 2500 words long, has 2500 

shares on social media, and the comments section has 281 comments and sub-

comments (comments were closed shortly after publication).  

 

A2.2.3. Source 3 (DMUKa). 

 

Daily Mail (UK) article: Are you a 'concerned protector’ a 'tolerant guardian' or 
a 'freedom defender'? Researchers identify five types of cat owner in quest to 
reduce hunting of endangered birds. 
 

Written by journalist Ryan Morrison for Daily Mail Online (UK Edition), the article 

entitled ‘Are you a 'concerned protector’ a 'tolerant guardian' or a 'freedom defender'? 

Researchers identify five types of cat owner in quest to reduce hunting of 

endangered birds’ was published on 3 September 2020.35 The article reported on a 

peer-reviewed paper by (Crowley et al., 2020a) that looked at cat guardian attitudes 

regarding their cat’s hunting habits and the impact this had on wildlife. Crowley et al. 

(2020a) constructed five broad types of guardians, three of which are reflected in the 

Daily Mails headline.  

 

A2.2.4. Source 4 (BBC). 

 

BBC news article: Should cats be culled to stop extinctions? 
 

Another sample of comments were harvested from responses to a BBC online news 

article, written by journalist Helen Briggs, and given the somewhat inflammatory 

headline ‘Should cats be culled to stop extinctions?’ The piece is 360 words, and 

based on a peer reviewed study that reports invasive alien species, including 

domestic cats, are a major threat to native insular species (Holmes et al., 2019).36 

 
34 https://sciencebasedmedicine.org/the-great-outdoors-debate/  
35 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-8690573/Researchers-identify-five-types-cat-owner-
quest-reduce-hunting-endangered-birds.html  
36 Link to the BBC article: https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-47721807  
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The journalistic piece was published on the BBC website on 28 March 2019, and 391 

comments and sub-comments were posted over the next two days (comments 

closed on 29 March 2019).   

 

A2.2.5. Source 5 (DMAU). 

 

Daily Mail Australia article: Frightening photo shows an enormous feral cat 
carrying a 6kg sand goanna. 
 

Written by journalist Louise Ayling for Daily Mail Australia, the article entitled 

‘Frightening photo shows an enormous feral cat carrying a 6kg sand goanna in its 

mouth in Australia's rugged Simpson Desert’ was published on 25 May 2020.37 The 

article includes six stills and a video clip taken of an unusually large feral cat carrying 

a large sand goanna. The cat was caught on tape by researchers conducting wildlife 

studies in the Simpson Desert Ethabuka Reserve, near the Queensland-Northern 

Territory border. The article is based on an interview with University of Sydney 

researcher Emma Spencer, a member of the research team who shared the images. 

The article also draws heavily from an article published in the magazine ‘The 

Conversation’ on feral cats (Doherty, 2015). In response to the article, 239 comments 

and sub-comments were written two days post publishing. These were unmoderated, 

but requested commenters provide their locations (city and country).   

 

A2.2.6. Source 6 (DMUKb). 

 

Daily Mail (UK) article: Pet cats have a 'catastrophic impact' on local wildlife 
when allowed to roam free as they kill up to TEN times more prey than 
wildcats, study claims. 
 

Written by journalist Ryan Morrison for Daily Mail Online (UK Edition), the article 

entitled ‘Pet cats have a 'catastrophic impact' on local wildlife when allowed to roam 

free as they kill up to TEN times more prey than wildcats, study claims’ was 

 
37 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8353159/Enormous-feral-cat-captured-dead-sand-goanna-
mouth-Australias-rugged-Simpson-Desert.html  
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published on 11 March 2020.38  The article reported on a peer-reviewed paper by 

Kays et al. (2020) who took a citizen science approach to track 925 pet cats from six 

states in the US. The study itself found although owed cats have a greater ecological 

impact than native predators, their relatively small home ranges mean their impact is 

concentrated within ~100 m of their homes. The Daily Mail article quoted the lead 

author, Dr. Kay as saying, 'The easiest thing we can do to counteract this and help 

protect wildlife is to keep our cats indoors.' 

 

A2.2.7. Source 7 (CBC). 

 

CBC news article: Cat count aims to map where felines are most active — and 
deadly — across Vancouver. 
 

Written by journalist Eva Uguen-Csenge for CBC Canada, the article entitled ‘Cat 

count aims to map where felines are most active — and deadly — across Vancouver’ 

was published on 30 August 2020.39 The article includes three photos of ecologist 

Jaylen Bastos and his equipment, and one stock photo of a cat in a ‘catio.’ The article 

incorporates an interview with urban ecologist Jaylen Bastos, who was involved in 

the Vancouver Cat Count project. This project was launched by the Stewardship 

Centre for B.C. and aimed to map domestic and feral cats across the city. This 

entailed cameras being set-up across Vancouver during the summer of 2020 to count 

how many cats are roaming the city and preying on its bird populations. The article 

concludes by saying,  

‘Bastos hopes his research will change people's views on what it means to be 
a responsible pet owner. For example, educational workshops could be 
directed at neighbourhoods with higher densities of roaming cats that also 
overlap with higher bird populations.’  

The article generated 77 comments. 
 

 
38 https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-8100023/Cats-catastrophic-impact-local-wildlife-
allowed-roam-free.html  
39 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/cat-count-aims-to-map-where-felines-are-most-
active-and-deadly-across-vancouver-1.5704654  
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A2.3. Daily mail source country or residence demographics. 

 

A2.3.1. DMUKa: Reported country of residence and comment 

frequency. 

Source: Journalistic article in Daily Mail (UK) online (DMUKa, Source 3) 
Based on a research paper conducted on the attitude of cat owners in the UK 
Self-proclaimed 
country of 
residence 

Number of 
individuals 

Percentage of 
total individuals 
(236) 

Number of 
comments 

Percentage of 
total comments 
(259) 

UK 37 78.7% 53 79.1% 
United States 4 8.5% 6 9.0% 
France 2 4.3% 2 3.0% 
Unspecified 1 2.1% 1 1.5% 
Antarctica 1 2.1% 3 4.5% 
Australia 1 2.1% 1 1.5% 
Spain 1 2.1% 1 1.5% 
Total 47  67  
 

A2.3.2. DMAU: Reported country of residence and comment frequency. 

Source: Journalistic article in Daily Mail (AU) online (DMAU, Source 5) 
Based on footage of a feral cat carrying a large mammal from researchers in the 
dessert 
Self-proclaimed 
country of 
residence 

Number of 
individuals 

Percentage of 
total individuals 
(173) 

Number of 
comments 

Percentage of 
total comments 
(239) 

UK 78 45.1% 91 38.1% 
Australia 58 33.5% 90 37.7% 
Unspecified  6 3.5% 7 2.9% 
United States 6 3.5% 8 3.3% 
Canada 3 1.7% 15 6.3% 
Spain 3 1.7% 3 1.3% 
Antarctica 2 1.2% 5 2.1% 
France 2 1.2% 2 0.8% 
India 2 1.2% 2 0.8% 
Italy 2 1.2% 2 0.8% 
Hong Kong 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Ireland 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Malta 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Namibia 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Netherlands 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
New Zealand 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Russia 1 0.6% 2 0.8% 
South Africa 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Sri Lanka,  1 0.6% 2 0.8% 
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Taiwan 1 0.6% 2 0.8% 
Ukraine 1 0.6% 1 0.4% 
Total 173  239  
 

A2.3.3. DMUKb: Reported country of residence and comment 

frequency. 

Source: Journalistic article in Daily Mail (UK) online (DMUKb, Source 6) 
Based on a research paper conducted cat predation in the US 
Self-proclaimed 
country of 
residence 

Number of 
individuals 

Percentage of 
total individuals 
(236) 

Number of 
comments 

Percentage of 
total comments 
(259) 

UK 119 50.4% 189 52.6% 
United States 83 35.2% 122 34.0% 
Australia 11 4.7% 16 4.5% 
Canada 6 2.5% 8 2.2% 
Unspecified 6 2.5% 6 1.7% 
New Zealand 3 1.3% 7 1.9% 
Aland Islands 1 0.4% 1 0.3% 
Brunei  1 0.4% 1 0.3% 
Mongolia 1 0.4% 1 0.3% 
South Africa 1 0.4% 2 0.6% 
Spain 1 0.4% 2 0.6% 
Switzerland 1 0.4% 1 0.3% 
Thailand 1 0.4% 1 0.3% 
Vietnam 1 0.4% 2 0.6% 
Total 236  359  
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A3. Coding examples. 
 

A3.1. Coding and sub-coding of Group 1 comments. 
Code Sub code Examples 
Confinement 
favoured (for 
their cat/s) 

 See below for subcategory examples: 

Confinement 
favoured + 

For cat’s health  • I have a ragdoll they are not equipped to be outside 
so mine is strictly indoors (GJ254). 

• We have Sphynx, so they are naturally indoor-only 
cats. Outside they would freeze to death in the winter 
and get sunburned (and risk skin cancer) in the 
summer (SBM74). 

Safety concerns • My cats are totally indoors. The world is a dangerous 
place for them (GJ19). 

• My girls are indoor only. There's no way in hell I'd risk 
their health and wellbeing by letting them outside 
(GJ394). 

Learned the hard way • My all time best loved cat I had, died ran over by a 
car right outside my house, he didn´t even liked to go 
to far, he just liked going to an across the street yard 
and back to my place, I will never let a cat go outside, 
the risk (GJ97). 

• I’ve lost three cats because I let them outdoors. 
Never again (GJ751). 

But it does depend • but if I ever lived in a place with quiet streets and big 
gardens I’ might give my cat the choice to go outside 
(GJ478). 

• Indoor all the way unless you can be sure they're 
safe (GJ1062) 

Enrichment/supervised 
outdoor time 

• Leash and harness train your cat! Gives them both 
and yes, it works. Our cat loves it and got used to it 
fast! (GJ83). 

• I built a cation 20 years ago. Didn't know that's what 
it was called. (GJ493). 

Roaming 
favoured (for 
their cat/s) 

 See below for subcategory examples: 

Roaming 
favoured + 

The cat insisted •  I had every intention on keeping both my new cats 
indoor only when I got them but from day one it 
seemed all they ever wanted was to go outside 
(GJ167).  

• My cats are free spirits.  They HATE finding the 
window closed or pet door blocked.  They get that 
frantic look in their eyes (GJ220). 

Because of a human • I would have all my cats inside if everyone wasn't 
allergic to them (GJ292). 

• Outdoor. Always - at least your house won't be the 
sole place a kitty can defecate (GJ752). 

Barn/working • Don't forget farm cats. Our outdoor "mouser's" have 
been with us for 6+ years. (GJ473). 

Happier 
outside/imprisonment 

• Keeping them inside only, is a prison life. I’d rather 
my cats be super happy and be able to go outside, 
than unhappy and sitting in a prison for 13+ years 
(GJ164). 
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• (They most certainly are not happy stuck indoors. my 
recent rescue was kept indoors for the first year of 
his life he could even run properly when we got him, 
now he can run jump and climb like a cat should and 
is healthier and happier for it. I think you should try 
living on a prison and see if you still agree DMUKa7). 

But it does depend • Each pet guardian should decide what works for their 
own cats. My cats are indoor/outdoor and do not use 
ID tags. I feel like a short happy life is better than a 
long miserable one (GJ921). 

• I'd say inside in cities/towns, but I think there is 
quality of life basis for letting a cat outside (GJ990). 

Risk reduction 
management 

• It takes patience but I train my cats.  My cats are 
outside during the day, microchipped and break-
away collar.  However, my cats are trained to come 
in when the sun goes down (GJ333). 

• i whistle and my cat comes to me every time 
(GJ378). 

Depends  See above and below for subcategory examples. 
Depends + Depend (no 

preference) 
• I think it's important to look at the area, where you 

live. We live close to some fields and woods with few 
roads. Our cats are allowed to go outside. Friends of 
us are living in a city with a lot of roads, their cats are 
indoor cats only (GJ35). 

• I reckon the area you live in is a big thing to know if 
your cat will be okay outside.. For example rural 
areas not near a busy road with fields around but 
also in a village are the best…I reckon it's more area 
and knowing the area you live in (e.g. People around) 
or ask people on your area and find out how their 
cats are outside (GJ761). 

Cultural 
perspective 

 • I’m from the UK and the idea of having an indoor cat 
is bizarre to me! I (GJ312). 

• For me it's super weird for a cat to be completely 
indoors. It seems like a very American thing to do 
(GJ539). 

The nature of 
the debate  

 • I love how he doesn't shame people for letting their 
cats outside even though he doesn't. I have friends 
that don't let their cats outside who judge me for 
letting mine out (GJ34). 

• My family always says i am mean for not letting my 
cat outside but i want him to live a long life (GJ359). 

Feral/stray/street 
cats 

 • I rescue mostly feral/stray cats.  In many cases they 
have grown up outside and already proven they know 
how to deal with traffic and territory, etc.  Who am I to 
make them a prisoner? (GJ238). 

• All our cats were stray. They showed up at our house 
as adults and decided to adopt us. They need to go 
outside every day (GJ324). 

Cat 'nature'  • cats being outdoor creatures and hunters they 
deserve to be outside (GJ1104). 

• aren't cats "programmed" to roam free and be 
outside? (GJ1161) 

Cats as 
individuals 

 • A cat should choose whether to go out or stay 
indoors, that decision shouldn't be forced on them by 
humans (DMUKb59) 

• Like people, cat personalities are diverse. I have 5 
cats and they are all quite different. One (DMUKa29). 
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Prey/hunting 
stories 

 • Our cat took one look at a live mouse and just 
strolled away. (DMUKb133). 

• My cat catches all sorts but his favourites are 
Gecko's. Last week he caught an Oriental Garden 
Lizard (DMUKb184). 
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A3.2. Coding and sub-coding of Group 2 comments. 
Coding Examples 
"Yes" • BBC only: a  simple response to the headline ‘Should cats be 

culled to stop extinctions?’ 
Debating impact on wildlife • Not to mention the 3 billion (not exaggerated) birds that are 

hunted by outdoor cats every year (GJ3) 
• But cats actually aren't causing declines in bird populations. 

(GJ142) 
Lethal control is necessary • Humane culling, and ideally eradication, is demonstrably one 

of the most effective and urgent ways to save species 
(BBC20) 

• There is little point getting squeamish about culling feral 
animals that damage vulnerable ecologies (BBC172) 

Anger at humans • Typical human arrogance. We create all these problems then 
"scientists" come up with the solution to kill more animals 
(BBC36) 

• Humans lay waste to whole environments and then harp on 
about cats being harmful. SMH (DMUKb175) 

TNR (pro and against) • There are other ways to keep population under control. 
Neutering the males would be the best way. (BBC199) 

• I can't understand the nutbags that think TNR is a good deal 
for anybody - wildlife or cats. I see so many ferals just like 
you're describing. Euthanasia IS humane. (SBM23) 

Keep cats indoors for the sake of 
wildlife 

• lock them up indoors where they can't harm the wildlife 
(DMUKb145) 

• Cats don’t belong in most places. It’s selfish to the local 
environment to put them out (GJ691) 

Invasive discourse/ 
domestic/non-native 

• Domestic cats are an invasive species in the USA (GJ131) 
• Feral cats are invasive species and need to be approached as 

this and NOT protected (CBC43). 
'its nature'/cats are wildlife • I dont like that my cats kill wildlife, but this is nature 

(DMUKa44) 
• Cats are part of local wildlife (DMUKb153) 

Let cats be/right to roam • They are acting on their natural instincts leave them be 
(DMUKb196)  

• They are now wild cats and should be left alone (DMAU179) 
Cats ‘murder’ for fun • Cats kill things for fun, they don't always chose to eat. 

(DMUKb171) 
• Cats are awful, selfish killing machines......they kill for fun, not 

just to eat (DMAU218) 
Wildlife more important • I absolutely agree with the removal of invasive species 

particularly if there is a great risk to indigenous wildlife. 
(BBC67) 

• One Scottish Wild Cat is worth more, ecologically speaking, 
than hundreds of loose house cats (BBC246) 

"our" wildlife • I'm an animal lover, but I'm 100% in favour of culling all feral 
animals. They destroy our wildlife (BBC159) 

• THEY ARE KILLING OUR WILDLIFE (DMAU5) 
Scottish wildcats • Only a very few Scottish Wild Cats remain. They are 

threatened by competition with, and genetic swamping by, 
loose house cats  (BBC246) 

• threat to the critically endangered Scottish wildcat through 
interbreeding (BBC319) 
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A3.3. Coding and sub-coding of Group 3 comments. 
Coding Examples 
Pro roaming  
Cats have a right to roam  
Community cats/roaming friends  
Against roaming  
Poop/pee • How do I keep your cats out of my yard. They pee on 

everything (GJ203). 
• Every rotten neighbour's rotten sodding cat does it [defecate] 

in my garden where my kids and grandkids play and where 
we like to spend our precious free time (BBC247). 

Zoonosis  • I don't appreciate other people's cats treating my backyard as 
a litter box. Worse, my dogs dig up the crap and eat it. They 
probably have toxoplasmosis by now (SBM17) 

• Or what about fleas?? Definitely a pain when you or your 
guests get bitten because Fluffy brings fleas inside 
unintentionally. Fleas can not just be annoying they can give 
you diseases too. (GJ782) 

Trespass/damage • Cat owners should bear responsibility for the damage that 
their pets cause to other peoples property (DMUKa14) 

• If a person went into your garden uninvited and crapped you 
could sue them for trespassing (DMUKb337) 

Cats killing other domestic 
animals 

• My animals deserve life just as much as a cat, or more as My 
Animals Are Fenced In My Property. Cats invade and 
slaughter other people's pets (DMUK195) 

Working cats/rodent control • I bought a house with a mouse problem. Within a month, my 
two cats had taken care of the situation, and I haven't seen 
one since (DMUKb31) 

•  
Bad neighbour/be 
responsible/control your pet 

• Anyone who allows a cat to roam free doesn't deserve to have 
a cat nor to live in a community (SBM5). 

•  
Bells/collars (pros & cons) • If you put a collar with a bell around the cat, at least the birds 

may have a chance to escape (DMAUa49) 
• The trouble is that cats hate the bell and so pull the collar off 

(DMAU50) 
Neuter your pets  • SPAY AND NEUTER should be #1 RULE before proper ID 

(GJ814). 
• Responsible cat owners neuter their pets (DMAU91). 

CatVsDogs/no one owns a cat • Cats are only your friend because you feed them. Totally 
selfish animals. Give me any dog anyday (DMUKa41) 

• Dogs are dense and need far too much attention. (DMUKa43). 
Cat hating • I'm a cat hater and so are my dogs pity the cat that enters my 

garden (DMUKa19) 
• I hate cats if i see strays i call the animal shelter (GJ835) 

 

 

 

 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 348 of 445 

 

A4. Survey. 
A4.1. Survey participant information sheet. 

 

 
Participant information sheet 

 
Title of Project: Urban ‘community cats’: A study of cat- human relationships and human 
perceptions of free-roaming neighbourhood cats. 
 
Researcher name: Kristine Hill 
Contact: kh458@exeter.ac.uk. 
 
Summary and purpose of the research: 
This study seeks to understand how people relate to cats in their family and/or in their 
community. Through a better understanding how cat-human relations, and attitudes towards 
free- roaming and feral cats, are influenced by facts, experiences, and sensationalist reporting, 
future efforts can be better focused towards ethical solutions and education that benefit cats, 
humans, and the environment. 
 
What would taking part involve? 
Participation includes answering open-ended questions and/or freely sharing experiences and 
opinions, and providing demographic information. Any identifying information will be 
removed or anonymised. 
 
What will happen if I don't want to carry on with the study? 
Active participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time by informing 
the researcher that you no longer wish to participate. You do not need to provide a reason for 
withdrawing. 
 
Demographic data 
Demographic data collected will be limited to age-range, gender, living arrangements 
(apartment, house, farm), country or residence, rough location and community-type (city or 
rural), occupation, education, and socioeconomic status, and cat ownership status (current, 
past, never). Any names, email addresses, town or village names, or other potentially 
identifying information will be removed or replaced with a pseudonym prior to data analysis. 
  
How will my information be kept confidential? 
The University of Exeter processes personal data for the purposes of carrying out research in 
the public interest. The University will endeavour to be transparent about its processing of 
your personal data and this information sheet should provide a clear explanation of this. If you 
do have any queries about the University’s processing of your personal data that cannot be 
resolved by the research team, further information may be obtained from the University’s 
Data Protection Officer by emailing dataprotection@exeter.ac.uk, or at 
www.exeter.ac.uk/dataprotection. 
 
Data will be collected anonymously and stored in a password protected University U drive, 
and any identifying information provided in response to open-ended questions will be 
removed prior to further analysis. 
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A4.2. Survey questions. 
 

A4.2.1. Survey introduction text. 

 
The survey can be completed in under ten minutes but may take longer if you choose 
to supplement your answers within the optional text boxes. How much or little you 
share is up to you, but your experiences and opinions, and your time are very much 
appreciated. 
 
Your responses are anonymous. 
 
This project has reviewed by Exeter University College of Social Sciences and 
International Studies (SSIS) Research Ethics Committee at the Exeter 
University. Further information can be found by clicking on the link below: (Link to 
download the Participant Information Sheet, Appendix A4.2). 
 
Your answers will be used as data for this project. Participation in this online survey 
is implied consent. 
 
You must be aged 18 or older to participate. Please confirm. 

� I am aged 18 or older. 
 
 

A4.2.2. Survey questions. 

 

S1-Q1a. How do you feel about what you see in this image? 
 

 

� Extremely happy  
� Somewhat happy 
� Neither happy nor unhappy 
� Somewhat unhappy  
� Extremely unhappy 

 
S1-Q1b Please try to explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words 
as you like): 
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S1-Q2a How do you feel about what you see in this image?   

 

� Extremely happy  
� Somewhat happy 
� Neither happy nor unhappy  
� Somewhat unhappy  
� Extremely unhappy   

 
S1-Q2b Please try to explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words 
as you like): 
 
S1-Q3a How do you feel when seeing these flyers?   

 

 
� Unaffected  
� Slightly sad  
� Very sad  

 
S1-Q3b (Optional) Share more about how you feel about 'missing cat' flyers 
 
S1-Q4a. How do you feel about what you see in this image? 
 

 

� Like a great deal  
� Like somewhat   
� Neither like nor dislike   
� Dislike somewhat  
� Dislike a great deal  

 
S1-Q4b. Explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words as you like): 
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S2-Q1a. How do you feel about what you see in this image? 
 

 

� Like a great deal   
� Like somewhat    
� Neither like nor dislike   
� Dislike somewhat   
� Dislike a great deal   

 
S2-Q1b (Optional) Explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words as 
you like): 
 
S2-Q2a. How do you feel about what you see in this image?   

 
   

� Like a great deal  
� Like somewhat   
� Neither like nor dislike   
� Dislike somewhat   
� Dislike a great deal  

 
S2-Q2b Please try to explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words 
as you like): 
 
Pilot only question 

p.Q2a. How do you feel about what you see in this image? 

 

� Like a great deal   
� Like somewhat  
� Neither like nor dislike   
� Dislike somewhat   
� Dislike a great deal   

 
p.Q2b. Please try to explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words as 
you like): 
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S2-Q3a. How do you feel about what you see in this image? 

 

� Like a great deal   
� Like somewhat  
� Neither like nor dislike   
� Dislike somewhat   
� Dislike a great deal   

 
S2-Q3b. Please try to explain your answer choice (in as few or as many words 
as you like): 
 
S4-Q1. Cats make great pets 

� Strongly agree   
� Somewhat agree   
� Neither agree nor disagree   
� Somewhat disagree   
� Strongly disagree   

 
S4-Q1b (Optional) Explain your views on cats as pets: 
 
S4-Q2a. Cat owners should be responsible for their pets’ activities (predation, 
property damage, defecation) 

� Strongly agree  
� Somewhat agree   
� Neither agree nor disagree   
� Somewhat disagree   
� Strongly disagree    

 
S4-Q2b. (Optional) Explain why you agree/disagree with the above statement: 
 
S4-Q3a. Pet cats should be kept permanently indoors (or only allowed outside 
on a lead or in an enclosed space) 

� Strongly agree   
� Somewhat agree   
� Neither agree nor disagree   
� Somewhat disagree   
� Strongly disagree   

 
S4-Q3b. (Optional) Explain why you agree or disagree with the above 
statement: 
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S4-Q4a. Feral/unowned cats can be a problem 
� Strongly agree   
� Somewhat agree   
� Neither agree nor disagree   
� Somewhat disagree   
� Strongly disagree   

 
S4-Q4b. (Optional) Explain why you agree/disagree that unowned cats are a 
problem: 
 
S3-Q5a. How do you feel about trap-neuter-release (TNR) initiatives to reduce 
feral cat populations? 

� Like a great deal  
� Like somewhat  
� Neither like nor dislike  
� Dislike somewhat  
� Dislike a great deal  

 
Display This Question: 
If = Like a great deal, or Like somewhat 
 
S3-Q5+ Have you volunteered in a TNR program? 

� Yes   
� No, but I would consider it   
� No, that is not for me   

 
S3-Q5b. (Optional) Please share your opinions on TNR programmes: 
 
S3-Q6a. How do you feel the killing of cats as a method to control feral cat 
populations? 

� Acceptable in areas overrun by unowned cat populations   
� Acceptable only when endangered wildlife needs protecting  
� Not acceptable when there are alternatives (even if these are less effective)  
� Never acceptable  
� No opinion 

 
S3-Q6b. (Optional) Use this space to share any feeling or opinions you have on 
cat population control: 
 
S3-Q7a. Please check all that apply to you 

� I currently keep a cat(s)   
� I have kept cats in the past  
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� I grew up around cats and/or had regular interactions with a cat during 
childhood    

� Not 'my cat,’ but someone I live/lived with (housemate, partner, etc.,) 
keeps/kept a cat(s)  

� I enjoy regular visits from a neighbourhood cat(s)  
� I enjoy seeing cats out and about  
� I have provided food for feral or stray cats  
� I have worked or volunteered in an animal shelter, or with an organisation 

dedicated to cat welfare   
 
S3-Q7b. (Optional) Use this space to share details or stories about the cats in 
your life: 
 
 

A4.2.3. Demographics questions. 

 

Demographic questions are typically presented first. In support of this convention, 

Teclaw et al., (2012) reported participants were more likely to complete demographic 

questions when presented them first, and that this did not reduce their likelihood 

respond to other survey items.  However, the aforementioned study examined a 

fixed-choice survey (Teclaw et al., 2012), a format that is less burdensome for 

participants (Galesic, 2006; Oudejans & Christian, 2010). Furthermore, the effect of 

burden is cumulative, meaning the burden of later questions are experienced as ‘a 

function of both specific characteristics of that question and burden experienced 

while answering the preceding questions’ (Galesic, 2006, p. 315). With this in mind, I 

placed what I deemed as less burdensome demographic questions (because they 

were fixed choice and/or easily answerable) at the end of the survey. Demographic 

questions were kept to a minimum and required single answer responses to gender, 

profession, country of residence, and other counties they had resided in. Check box 

questions asked participants age range, and whether or not they had ever lived with 

a cat. 

 

D-Q1. What is your age range? 
� 18-25 yrs  
� 26-35 yrs   
� 36-50 yrs   
� 51-67 yrs   
� 68-80 yrs   
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� 80 yrs or older   
 
D-Q2. What is your gender? Text 
 
D-Q3. What country do you currently live in? Text 
 
D-Q4. Have you lived in/extensively visited another country/countries? 

� No   
� Yes   

 
Display This Question: 
If ‘Have you lived in/extensively visited another country/countries?’ = Yes 
 
D-Q4b. Please list these countries, and the approximate length of time you 
stayed there: 
 
D-Q5. Which of the following location types have you lived in? (tick all that 
apply) 

� Inner city   
� Suburbs  
� Town  
� Rural/countryside/village   
� Farm  
� Other (please state: Text) 

 
D-Q6. What is your primary profession/vocation (e.g. student, plumber, nurse, 
care-giver, etc.,)? 
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A4.3. Demographics of survey respondents. 
 

A4.3.1. National demographics of respondents. 

Country of residence Lived in another country 
(>3 months) 

 Count % Count % 
UK 50 67% 20 40% 

USA 7 9% 1 14% 
Australia 5 7% 3 60% 
Canada 9 12% 3 33% 
France 1 >1% 0 0% 

Germany 1 > 1% 1 100% 
Sweden 1 >1% 1 100% 

Singapore 1 >1% 1 100% 
Total 75 100% 31 41% 

 

Half of participants currently live in the UK, but 40% of them have lived in at least one 

other country for several months to several decades. Countries where UK residents 

have previously lived include European countries (6), Asian countries (5), Australia 

(5), SA (4), NZ (3), USA (2), Canada (2), Israel (1), and Kenya (1). The participant 

who currently lives in Singapore emigrated there 5yrs ago and previously lived for 25 

years in the UK, and the US resident has previously lived in the UK and Vietnam. 

The Canadian residents in the UK and the USA. The German and Swedish residents 

have previously lived in Kenya and the USA, and Asia, respectively.   
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A4.3.2. Gender of survey respondents. 

 

 
The gender distribution of participants in this study was comprised around three-

quarters identifying as female, a figure similarly reflected in those from the UK 

residence sample. Higher percentage of female participant is in survey-based studies 

is a previously noted phenomenon (Sax et al., 2003).  

 

A4.3.3. Age ranges of survey respondents 

 
The age ranges of all respondents are also reflected in the UK sample, with most 

respondents falling within the 26 to 50 age range (85 %). 
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A4.3.4. Professions of survey respondents. 

Profession All UK 
Student 11 7 
Academic (teaching/research) 5 3 
Retired  5 4 
Animal caretaker 4 2 
Retail 4 3 
Social work 4 1 
Teacher 4 4 
Administrator  3 2 
PhD researcher 3 0 
Engineer 2 2 
Nurse  2 1 
Artist 1 1 
Retired teacher 2 2 
Scientist 2 2 
Carer 1 1 
Customer services 1 1 
Dance studio owner 1 0 
Data Analyst 1 1 
Dual Diagnosis Counsellor  1 0 
Educational psychologist  1 1 
Executive  1 0 
Hairdresser 1 1 
Holistic therapist 1 1 
Housewife 1 1 
Housing officer 1 1 
Learning & Development manager 1 1 
Mechanic 1 0 
Paint sprayer 1 1 
Pet sitter 1 1 
Prison Officer  1 1 
Self employed 1 0 
Third sector (senior manager) 1 1 
Teaching assistant 1 1 
Therapist 1 1 
Third sector 1 1 
Veterinary Assistant  2 0 
Total 75 50 

  

Respondents were asked to list their own profession in a short open-ended 

response. However, for similar descriptors were renamed. For example, ‘lecturer’ and 

‘professor’ were renamed ‘academic (teaching/research) and variations of 

postgraduate researchers were likewise. Similarly, ‘pensioner’ was grouped with 

‘retired’ and ‘shop worker’ combine with ‘retail.’  
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A4.3.5. Where survey respondents have lived. 

Lived in Total % Total Only % Total 
Inner city 42 56% 2 3% 
Suburbs 47 63% 1 1% 
Town 51 68% 10 13% 
Rural/countryside/village 46 61% 5 7% 
Farm 14 19% 0 0% 
Other 2 3% 0 0% 
 

Eighteen respondents (24%) have only ever lived in one type of environment, but 

most have at some point lived in a variety of different environments.  
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A5. Feral Question. 
 

A5.1. Facebook Cat appreciation groups.  
Group Name Membership  

(1 July 2020) 

Ave posts/day 

 (1 July 2020) 

Responses 

(1-5 July) 

Black Cat Appreciation Group!!!!  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/BlackCatAppreci
ationGroup/ 

195,036 >10 198 
(1-198) 

Cat Philosophy 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/catphilosophie/  

36,223 >10 134 
(199-332) 

My Cat From Hell Fans  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/2567451116792
22/about/  

52,765 >10 205 
(333-537) 

Cat Lovers Group (A) 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/3112099231016
94/about/  

158,880 >10 42 
(538-579) 

Cat Lovers Group (B)  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/2465016794018
14/about/  

20,067 >10 44 
(580-623) 

I Love Cats  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/4616308179383
24/  

40,601 >10 47 
(624-670) 

Cat Lovers 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/3696462637633
61/  

108,242 >10 
 

101 
(671-771) 

 

A5.2. Coding Facebook responses. 
 

One- or two-word answers were used as the basis for the initial round of coding. 
Grouped terms (count) Chosen term Count % 
Wild (93); Wild! (1); Wild? (5) Wild 99 46% 
Wild, untamed (5); Untamed, wild (1) Wild, Untamed 6 3% 
Wild, untamable (1) Wild, Untamable 1 <1% 
Wild, homeless (1) Wild, Homeless 1 <1% 
Wild unsocialized (1) Wild, Unsocialized 1 <1% 
Lived wild (1); Living wild (2); Living wild 2 1% 
Born wild (5) Born wild 5 2% 
Born homeless (1) Born homeless 1 <1% 
Homeless (5) Homeless! (1); Homeless 😥 (1); 
No home 😭 (1) Homeless 8 4% 

Abandoned (1) Abandoned 1 <1% 
Orphans (1) Orphans 1 <1% 
A stray (2); Stray (1) A Stray 3 1% 
Street cat (1); Alley cat?? (1); Hood cat (1) Street cat 3 1% 

Running free (1); Independent (2); living free (1) Independent/ 
unowned/self sufficient  4 2% 

Non domesticated (1); Not domestic (1); Not 
domesticated (10); Undomesticated (8) Not domesticated 20 9% 

Not socialized (3); Unsocialised (2); Untouched 
(1); Never handled. 😘😎👍😻 (1) Unsocialised 7 3% 

Not tame (1); Not tamed (2); Untamed (7);  Untamed 10 5% 
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Crazy (1); Wild child!!! (1); wild kitty (1); WILD 
THANG!! (1) Wild nature 4 2% 

Wild cat (3) Wild cat 3 1% 
Not touchable (1); Ferocious (1); Uncivilized (1); 
Bitey (1); Savage (2); Killer (1) Savage/vicious/untouchable  7 3% 

Potential (1); A challenge! (1); A challenge (1) A challenge 3 1% 
Lonesome (1); Unloved (2); In need (1); means 
HELP (1) Needs help 5 2% 

Baby😻 (1); Future pet. 🙂 (1); Compatible (1); 
Perfect (1); Love (1) Lovable 5 2% 

Afraid (1); Scared (1) Afraid/scared/untrusting 2 1% 
Not native (1) Not native 1 <1% 
Him (video); My cat (1) My cat(s) 2 1% 
Me (2) Me! 2 1% 
My children 😂 (1); My kids 🤣 (1) My kids (funny) 2 1% 
Nancy Pelosi (1); Human-beings! (1) Humans (derogatory) 2 1% 
Free cats! 😸 (1); FREE! (1) Free/freedom 2 1% 

Escaped captivity (1) Escaped captivity (domestic 
species living wild) 1 <1% 

Feral animals (1) Feral animals 1 <1% 
Happy Birthday!!! (1) Misc. 1 <1% 
 

These same codes were then applied to longer answers in order to get an insight into 

the possible meanings of terms such as ‘wild’ and the different ways in which feral 

was perceived as positive or negative word. Some categories were expanded upon. 

For example, ‘escaped captivity’ included definitions related to the idea of a 

domesticated species living outside of human control (rather than implying a 

domesticated meant an untamed/unsocialised individual). Comments arguing about 

the various definitions of terms such as ‘a stray’ were also assigned the same code 

because. Some longer comments were assigned more than one code, and those that 

did not fit into any of the initial categories were put aside and additional codes added:  

 

• Wild, meaning not domesticated 

• A ‘pest’ or a ‘nuisance’  

• A working cat (mouser/farm cat) 

• A dictionary definition 

• Feral spectrum (how some cats are more feral than others) 
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A6. Case studies. 
A6.1. Participant Information Sheet (case studies). 

 

 
   

Page 1 of 2 
 

 
Participant information sheet 

 
I am seeking volunteers to tell me about their relationship with their cat. Of particular interest 
are relationships involving feral cats, former strays, or street cats. I am also recruiting 
participants whose cat regularly roams city or suburban neighbourhoods in Europe (including 
the UK). If you are interested in participating please contact via the email listed below. 
 
Title of Project: Urban ‘community cats’: A study of cat- human relationships and human 
perceptions of free-roaming neighbourhood cats. 
 
Researcher name: Kris Hill 
Contact: kh458@exeter.ac.uk. 
 
Summary and purpose of the research: 
This study seeks to understand how people relate to the cats in their family and/or in their 
community, and how different cats interact with humans. Through a better understanding of 
cat-human relations, and how attitudes towards free- roaming and feral cats are influenced 
by various factors, future efforts can be focused towards education and ethical solutions that 
benefit cats, humans, and local wildlife. 
 
What would taking part involve? 
Participation includes answering open-ended questions and/or freely sharing experiences, 
talking about the relationship you have with your cat and what you know of their biography 
(life history). Interviews can take place via an internet connection, using a program you are 
most familiar with (e.g. Zoom, Skype, Teams, WhatAapp). Interviews will only be recorded 
with your permission, and any identifying information relating to you or a third party will be 
removed or anonymised before inclusion in the study. You may terminate the interview at any 
time without providing a reason. You may also be asked to share photos and movies of your 
cat, which will also be anonymised by blurring human faces and removing identifying 
landmarks etc.  
 
What will happen if I don't want to carry on with the study? 
Active participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time by informing 
the researcher that you no longer wish to participate. You do not need to provide a reason for 
withdrawing. However, once you have acknowledged that you are happy with the content of 
the transcribed interview it may still be used in the study (depending on the status of the PhD 
thesis and how much time has lapsed between the interview and withdrawal request).  
 
Demographic data 
Demographic data collected will be limited to age-range, gender, living arrangements 
(apartment, house, farm), country or residence, rough location and community-type (city or 
rural), occupation, education, and socioeconomic status. Any names, email addresses, town 
or village names, or other potentially identifying information will be removed or replaced with 
a pseudonym prior to data analysis. 
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Page 2 of 2 
 

 
How will my information be kept confidential? 
The University of Exeter processes personal data for the purposes of carrying out research in 
the public interest. The University will endeavour to be transparent about its processing of 
your personal data and this information sheet should provide a clear explanation of this. If you 
do have any queries about the University’s processing of your personal data that cannot be 
resolved by the research team, further information may be obtained from the Data Protection 
Officer by emailing dataprotection@exeter.ac.uk, or at www.exeter.ac.uk/dataprotection. 
 
Data will be collected anonymously and stored in a password protected University ‘U’ drive, 
and any identifying information provided in response to open-ended questions will be 
removed prior to further analysis. 
 
What will happen to the results of this study? 
The results of this study will be incorporated into my PhD dissertation. They may also be 
written up for publication in peer-reviewed academic journals, presented at professional 
conference, or shared with animal welfare organisations. Summaries of the research findings 
will be written up for general audiences and shared as press releases. 
 
Who is organising and funding this study? 
This research is part of a PhD project, which is part of the Exeter Anthrozoology as Symbiotic 
Ethics (EASE) working group: https://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk/ease/ 
 
Who has reviewed this study? 
This project has been reviewed by the Exeter University College of Social Sciences and 
International Studies (SSIS) Research Ethics Committee at the University of Exeter (Reference 
Number 201819-166 and amendment 201919-166, valid from August 1st 2018 through August 
1st 2023). 
 
Further information and contact details 
Participants are encouraged to contact the researcher for further information related to this 
project: kh458@exeter.ac.uk.  
If you are unhappy with any aspect of the project, or wish to complain you may contact the 
project supervisor Prof. Sam Hurn, s.hurn@exeter.ac.uk, or Prof. Susan Kelly, Sociology, 
Philosophy and Anthropology Departmental Ethics Representative s.e.kelly@exeter.a.uk, (UK) 
01392 725139. 
 
Thank you for your interest in this project 
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A6.2. Case studies elements. 

Human Cat name(s) Notes Country (location) 
Interview 
Date 
Length 

Photos 
(see A6.5) Videos (see A6.5). Additional 

Exchanges 

Female Mimi (M) Former feral, adjusted to 
indoors. UK (countryside)  28/May/2020 

25 min    

Female Fantastic (M) 
Kapow (M) Former feral, roaming. UK (town) 7/Aug/2020 

30 min 2 Photos   

Female Conkey (M) Former street cat, roaming. 
(Other cats stay inside). Italy (town) 28/May 2020 

90 min 
32 Photos 
 

Coming to call (59) 
Waiting by wall (50 sec) 

Follow up 
messages 

Female Phoebe(F) Roaming cat. UK (town) 13/Nov/2020 
64 min 12 Photos Interview footage with 

cat appearances  

Male Memphis (M) 
Tambo (M) Roaming cats. UK (town), also lived in 

village (UK) & Kenya. 
13/Nov/2020 
35 min 5 Photos Phoebe playing (45 sec)  

Female 
Prr (M) 
Apollo (M) 
Luka (M) 

Luka was a stray who moved 
himself in.  
All became indoor cats. 

UK (town) 7/July 2021 
60 min 9 Photos Interview footage with 

cat appearances  

Female 
Tumbo (F) 
Cisi (F) 
Rocco (M) 

Indoor cats. Rocco was a 
street cat. Italy (town) 13/Nov/2020 

30 min 8 Photos   

Female Kot (F) Indoor cat. Pedigree cat. Went 
out once for a brief period. 

Germany (city), Poland 
(city, village) 

20/July 2021 
22 min 7 Photos   

Male 
Female 

Olivia (F) 
Maite (F) 
Robbie (M) 

Indoor cats. Mattie & Robbie 
were street cats.  

Germany (city), Poland 
(city) 

13/June/2020 
46 min 16 Photos Interview footage with 

cat appearances 
Follow up 
messages 

Female Sam (M) Neighbourhood cat. UK (town) 15/June 2020 
24 min    

Female Morgen (M) Neighbourhood cat. UK (village) 20/June/2020 
25 min 13 Photos   
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A6.3. Case study interview guide. 
 

Interview questions for case-studies. 
 
(Can be modified for multiple cat households, or deceased cats) 
These are open-ended style questions, and follow-up questions may be asked where 
relevant.  
 
Before we start:  
• Are you happy for this interview to be recorded? 

• You will get a transcribed copy to approve (with identifying information relating 

tyou or third parties removed or anonymised). 

 

Start: 
• Have you read the information sheet? 

• Do you have any question or concerns? 

• What country do you live in? 
• Have you lived elsewhere? 
• What is your occupation?  
• What is the age and gender of cat?  
• Tell me about the history of the cat and your relationship. 
• How long has s/he been with you? 
• How did s/he come to live with you? (Adopted from a shelter, friends’ cat had a 

litter, stray cat, etc.,) 
• How much time do you spend with your cat on a typical day?  
• How does s/he get on with other household members (partners, children, other 

cats, dogs, etc.,)? 
• What interactions with your cat does a typical day include (napping, playing, 

etc.,)? 
If the interview is conducted during self-isolation periods additional questions may 
include: 

o How has being around throughout the day effected your relationship 
with your cat? (cat friendlier, you becoming closer to the cat, relying on 
the cat more for company, etc.,) 

o Have there been any changes in your interactions with your cat and 
their routine? If so, how? 

o Has having your cat around helped you cope with additional stress 
etc.,? 

• Does your cat go outside to roam? 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 366 of 445 

 

 
‘Yes’ follow-up questions ‘No’ follow-up questions 

• What is the rationale behind this 
decision?  

• How often are they allowed out? 
• Do you worry about their safety? If 

so, what specifically concerns you? 
• What do you do to mitigate various 

risks? (neuter, collars, microchip, 
etc.,) 

• Do you think they are happier being 
allowed outside?  

• What is the rationale behind this 
decision?  

• Do they have outdoor access 
(balcony, catio, leash walking)? 

• Do you think they are happier being 
kept inside or allowed to roam?  

• Have they ever been able to roam? If 
so what changed? 

 

 

Other cats: 
• Have you had other cats in the past? 
• Do you, or have you ever had cats that you cared for, fed, or interacted with 

regularly but who you did not consider ‘yours’? (for example, a neighbourhood cat 
visitor, or a relative or house-mates cat). 
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A6.4. Synopsis of case-study interviews. 
 

Anonymised transcripts are available upon request. 

 

A6.4.1. Interview with Mimi’s human (MiH). 

 

Date: 28 May 2020 
Interviewee: Mimi’s Human (MiH)  
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via MS Teams (audio + video) 
Interview length: 16:45 
Transcript word count: 2980 
 

Mimi had passed away several years prior to the interview with his human (MiH). 

MiH’s account of Mimi’s life spanned a 7-year period, although the narrative was 

mostly focused on the first few years. This was the period where Mimi was slowing 

learning to trust a human and was eventually persuaded to become part of the family. 

Mimi was not a young cat when he first came into MiH’s life, and much of his life 

history is unknown. He was first named Gollum, and then Smeagol, and finally he 

came to be known as Mimi (an abbreviation of Smeagol), which reflected how his 

disposition changed from a defensive feral to an affectionate lap cat. Prior to his 

arrival and gradual integration into MiH’s multispecies family, Mimi was a free-living 

rural cat who was most likely never socialised to humans. When Mimi first made an 

appearance, MiH described him as being quite old and not in great shape. She said 

he looked like he probably had cat flu, had weepy eyes and nose, and was 

emaciated. MiH recalls it was about a six-month period that she put food out for him 

every evening and night and he would ‘hiss and snarl and back away flattened to the 

floor’ (MiH, 02:02). Mimi first forged a bond with Max, MiH’s beloved companion, a 

German Shepard. MiH explained Max had developed a healthy respect for cats, 

having spent time with them at the shelter.  

 

MiH said that after about six months of providing food for Mimi every morning she 

noticed how his eye looked very infected and set up a trap to catch him. MiH said it 

took several weeks before she was able to get him into the cat box. At the veterinary 

practice they operated on Mimi to remove an in-grown eyelash that had become 



K. Hill (2023), PhD Thesis 

Page 368 of 445 

 

infected. Because he needed a course of antibiotics, MiH said she had to keep him in 

a crate for about 10 days. MiH recalled how he was extremely angry about this and 

would hiss and snarl and try and attack her when she was giving him medication or 

food. After the course of antibiotics MiH said Mimi, who was still called Gollum at this 

point, looked in much better health. He was also keen to get away from his human 

caretaker. After releasing him, MiH recalls how he ran off into the fields rather than 

head to the outbuildings where he normally hung out. He disappeared for several 

days and MiH remembers thinking they would probably never see him again. 

However, that was not the case and when he returned several days later, he seemed 

to have decided to trust the human who had taken care of him. MiH said she would 

sit next to Max while he groomed Mimi. Eventually Mimi started initiating physical 

contact whenever MiH put out food, namely pushing his head against her hand. Then 

MiH recalled how one morning he was there sat on the doorstep, so she left the door 

open and put the food just inside the house. From then, if the door was open, Mimi 

would come into the house and even get up on the sofa. MiH remembers he was 

smelly and would spray urine in the house. However, they put a litter tray down for 

him and ‘he did start using it in the end for the most part’ (MiH, 07:49). 

 

A6.4.2. Interview with Fantastic and Kapow’s human (FKH). 

 

Date: 7 August 2020 
Interviewee: Fantastic and Kapow’s human (FKH) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via Facebook Messenger (audio + video) 
Interview length: 30:10 
Transcript word count: 4920  
 

Fantastic and Kapow are two black male cats who their human (FKH) described as 

feral when she adopted them about 8 years prior to the interview. When she took 

them to the vet for their first check-up, FKH said the vet also warned her the cats 

were not used to being handled. FKH explained the mother was an outdoor cat who 

belonged to a man who had not had her spayed. The kittens were born outside and, 

according to FKH, had had no human contact prior to her adopting them. When he 

moved the man had planned on taking the mother cat but was worried about leaving 

the kittens behind, and this is how FKH said she first learned about them. FKH 
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guesstimated their ages to be about 9 months at that time. She said Fantastic 

learned to trust her almost immediately, but Kapow took several months and a lot of 

patience to build trust. To this day, FKH said Kapow only trusts certain people and 

neither cat will approach a stranger. However, both cats readily adapted to the birth 

of her daughter who was born the previous year (2019). FKH describes how right 

from the beginning, when she brought home her new-born daughter, both cats came 

up and were very gentle and sweet. She explains this was a relief because she was 

a bit concerned how they would react. FKH describes both cats as very sweet and 

loving. Neither will show themselves to strangers, although Fantastic will warm up to 

people more readily than Kapow, who rarely does. Kapow is also more prone to 

wandering, but always comes home in time for dinner.  

 

A6.4.3. Interview with Conkey’s human (CH). 

 

Date: 28 May 2020 
Interviewee: Conkey’s Human (CH) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via Zoom (audio only) 
Interview length: 01:30:55 
Transcript word count: 22240 
 

Conkey’s human (CH) was a volunteer for a cat rescue organisation in a small Italian 

town when, in January 2015, they received a report of a white cat who had had red 

paint thrown on him. She described him as a very affectionate and gentle cat who 

they estimated to be 6-7 months old and unneutered. CH explained the charity takes 

in stray and relinquished cats to be rehomed as well as maintaining a colony of free-

living cats. After he had been neutered, the plan was for Conkey to be released to 

the colony. However, CH said the volunteers, herself included, agreed he was too 

sweet and affectionate not to be rehomed. From the beginning, CH said Conkey was 

very social towards humans. CH said she initially bought him home as a foster but 

confessed to already knowing he would stay. At the time CH and her husband had 

three other family cats, all of whom stayed indoors. The male cat, Leon, learned to 

tolerate the younger Conkey. However, CH explained Conkey was pestering and 

bothering the older female cats. This led CH to the realisation that perhaps Conkey 

wanted to be an outdoor cat, or that he wanted to go wandering. The fact they lived 
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on the third floor of an apartment complex did not stop CH from helping Conkey learn 

how he could come and go. CH explained the process that took several months and 

started with him exploring the hallway and her accompanying him on short outings. 

CH stressed that she didn't just ‘push him out the door’ but would leave the door ajar 

and see if he wanted to explore. Next, she said she started to accompany him down 

the stairs and would hang out with him just outside and play with him there. Over the 

next few months, CH explained Conkey started to wander off more and more by 

himself while she sat on the doorstep and overtime, they both became more 

confident and comfortable with the arrangement. Another reason CH believed 

Conkey was used to being a companion animal cat who went outside was that he did 

not object to wearing a collar or fidget with it. She explained that all her other cats 

would fidget if they had to wear a collar, for example when taking them to the vet.  

From this CH deduced Conkey was probably accustomed to having a collar at some 

point.   

 

Several years later they moved apartment buildings, but Conkey soon learned where 

his new home was and continued to go out every day by himself. CH said he will 

even travel in the elevator – sometimes with her, and on several occasions with the 

very amused neighbours. CH confessed that she did suffer anxiety at first but that 

she had to learn to trust that Conkey could look after himself. Since Conkey arrived 

the older two female cats have passed away, and the other feline family members 

are now Leon and Leo. Leon was about 3 years old when they adopted him, and 

despite having spent two years living outside CH said he had no interest in going 

outside. CH explained how Leo and Conkey already knew each prior to Leo being 

adopted into family because Conkey would go off and visit Leo and his previous 

human at their home. 

 

A6.4.4. Interview with Prr, Apollo, and Luka’s human (PALH). 

 

Date: 13 November 2020 
Interviewee: Prr, Apollo, and Luka’s Human (PALH) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via a Zoom (audio + video) 
Interview length: 51:12 
Transcript word count: 7370  
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Prr, Apollo, and Luka’s live with their human (PALH), her partner, and two teenage 

children. They live on the edge of a UK town and all three cats appeared on camera 

at some point during the interview. Prr arrived first. He was about 7 years old at the 

time the interview and had been adopted at around aged 3. PALH originally wanted a 

cat who would go out and was told that Prr was used to roaming. However, PALH 

believes they were lied to about that (and other things) because she said Prr is 

terrified of the outside. The person who they got Prr from was a temporary foster and 

what PALH was told of Prr’s history was that he grew up with a sister and ‘when his 

first owners were getting rid of them, somebody took the sister but didn't want him’ 

(PALH, 03:43). It was because they were told he grew up with a sister that PALH 

said they decided to get him someone of his own species for company. The next cat 

they named Apollo. He was the first born from a litter of a friend’s cat who had not 

been spayed in time. They chose him before he was weaned and brought Apollo 

home when he was 16 weeks old. Because Prr was an indoor cat and because they 

lived near a busy road at that point, PALH asked her friend not to let the kitten go out. 

However, the friend did let him go out and PALH said she was a bit annoyed about 

that because he does seem to want to be an outdoor cat now. Although Prr and 

Apollo get along ok, PALH said they are not best friends and at first Prr seemed 

annoyed by the new kitten. For about four years, Prr and Apollo were the only cats in 

the family. That changed a couple of months prior to the interview with the arrival of 

Luka. PALH explained Luka just showed up one day and she first noticed him 

interacting with Apollo through the window. After a few days he came in and made 

himself at home. They have no idea what happened to him. He had no microchip, 

and no one came forward when they posted on social media. Luka was not in the 

best condition – emaciated, extended belly, and matted fur, and the vet guesstimated 

he was just under a year old. Although his background is a mystery, Luka likely spent 

quite some time on the streets. However, once he came inside, he showed no 

interest in going back out. Luka gets along with both Apollo and Prr, who both 

accepted him immediately into the family. PALH said she believes Luka must have 

had a home once because he already knew how to use the litter tray and was at 

ease around humans. However, she said he is only now learning how to play and, 
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despite having put on weight and condition, at the time of the interview was still 

struggling with some undiagnosed health problems.       

 

A6.4.5. Interview with Phoebe’s human (PH). 

 

Date: 13 November 2020 
Interviewee: Phoebe’s Human (PH) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via Zoom (audio + video) 
Interview length: 33:12 
Transcript word count: 4050  
 

At the time of the Interview Phoebe’s human (PH) believed her to be around 3 years 

old. He and his wife had adopted Phoebe two years prior from the RSPCA. Since 

then, the three of them have resided in a terraced house with a small garden that is 

quite close to the centre of a UK town. Phoebe’s backstory, according to the 

information PH received from the RSPCA staff, was that she had been found in an 

alleyway with a bite on her back (PH, 1:26). Based on her fear of other cats, PH 

suspects her bite was from another cat. A condition of the RSPCA adoption process 

was that they need a garden and for Phoebe be able to go out. However, PH said 

Phoebe spends most of her day inside and seem comfortable doing that, and maybe 

exploring the garden. This reluctance to go out could be due to the large number of 

cats PH said are present in the neighbourhood, and three who they see regularly 

close to home. PH said Phoebe is timid around visitors, especially children. PH said if 

Phoebe is approached by a child she does not bite or scratch but does give a 

warning hiss.  

 

Both PH and his wife had had cats during their childhoods and wanted to adopt a cat 

rather than go to a breeder because there are so many unwanted cats in need of a 

loving home. They recognise cats have different personalities and say they love 

Phoebe and her quirks. The love and affection PH feels towards Phoebe is also 

evident in how he talks about her. However, these ‘quirks’ may simply be deviations 

from how the other cats they lived with behaved, namely her fussy eating habits, her 

skittishness, and how she expresses affection. PH described Phoebe as ‘not a lap 

cat’ (PH, 2:21), but that she does like to come and sit close and has a little blanket 
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that she often curls up in next to PH’s work desk at home. PH also said Phoebe 

really enjoys her interactive play time with the humans and rarely tires first.  

 

A6.4.6. Interview with Memphis’ human (MH). 

 

Date: 7 July 2021 
Interviewee: Memphis’ Human (MH) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via Zoom (audio + video) 
Interview length: 01:02:20 
Transcript word count: 7360  
 

MH’s account of Memphis’ life spans a 14-year period from when she first met him at 

around 4-5 weeks of age. Memphis was adopted by MH as a kitten, having been 

brought off the streets of Manchester into the practice where MH worked as a 

veterinarian. He was her first cat. According to MH’s account, from a young age 

Memphis seemed to enjoy the company of humans, and wherever they lived he 

would wander off and make friends with the human neighbours. Memphis learned to 

come home to a whistle-call from MH and sometimes walks alongside MH to the 

local shops and back. Memphis has also befriended other species and was seen by 

MH on several occasions to apparently be hanging out with a fox. Because Memphis 

was still small when he first came home, MH was unconcerned about continuing to 

allow the rats to have free run of the house. According to MH, both species adjusted 

well to the new household dynamics and Memphis would even climb inside the rat 

cage. However, Memphis is not so keen on members of his own species. When MH 

moved in with her partner, she said she felt Memphis was bullied by her partner’s two 

cats. This caused Memphis to stay out late, and MH resented this. MH ascribes her 

exe’s lack of understanding regarding the situation with the cats, and how it was 

affecting her and Memphis, as a big contributor to the breakup of that relationship.  

 

After the breakup, MH moved to Kenya and Memphis came with her. However, there 

was a period before Memphis was shipped out when another cat, Tambo, joined the 

family in Kenya. When he first arrived in Kenya, MH described him as being 

unperturbed and seemingly unfazed by the long journey. MH said he wanted to eat 

and then managed to escape so he could go out exploring immediately (rather than 
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after the period of acclimatisation that MH had planned for him). When Tambo was 

younger, MH says Memphis was more-or-less willing to play a bit with him. However, 

as he got older, MH believes Memphis would prefer to be an only cat.  

 

At the time of the interview Memphis was 14 years old and Tambo slightly younger, 

and MH’s daughter was 3 years old. Although he will readily befriend adults, 

Memphis was standoffish with MH’s new baby until she was a bit older and gentler 

(and able to give him treats!). However, Tambo took to the baby straightaway and 

would happily snuggle next to her. Memphis appeared on camera a few times during 

the interview, and MH said he ‘is showing his age a bit… he seems a bit slower and 

is a bit stiff sometimes, but other than that seems happy’ (MH, 17:29). Her feelings 

towards her other cat, Tambo, are more ambiguous, primarily because of his 

tendency to hunt and because he bullies Memphis a bit. Nonetheless, MH is 

committed to him. Both cats have lived with MH in several different locations and 

have always been free to roam.  

 

A6.4.7. Interview with Sam’s friend (SF). 

 

Date: 13 November 2020 
Interviewee: Friend of Sam (FS) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via Zoom (audio + video) 
Interview length: 32:12 
Transcript word count: 4660 
 

Sam’s friend (SF) lives in a village with her mother. Growing up they always had cats 

and after their cat Shadow passed away, SF said a cat who looked very much like 

Shadow started showing up in the garden. This was in 2009 and they learned the 

cat’s name was Sam from the name on his collar. A few years later, SF said they got 

a Burmese kitten called Bella and were at first worried Sam would be offended. Quite 

the opposite happened, and Bella and Sam became good friends. Sadly, Bella 

passed away at just 6 years of age, but Sam continued to visit, and SF explained this 

was a big comfort to both her and her mother. Sam’s guardians know SF and her 

mother enjoy his visits, and since Sam’s guardians have got a Bengal kitten Sam 

was happy to get some peace outside of the home. SF explained the Bengal kitten 
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has an enclosed space and is not let out to roam like Sam. Sam is quite old now and 

has arthritis. However, the neighbours put a cat door in the fence so that he can 

continue to visit. SF said her mother is still not ready for another cat and they both 

miss Bella, and Sam is a big comfort in that respect.   

 

A6.4.8. Interview with Morgan’s friend (MF). 

 

Date: 20 July 2021 
Interviewee: Friend of Morgan (FM) 
Interviewer: Kris Hill (KH) 
Interviewed conducted via Zoom (audio + video) 
Interview length: 22:48 
Transcript word count: 3800  
 

Morgan is the name Morgan’s friend (MF) and her partner gave him and they do not 

know where he lives. MF explained the cat started showing up soon after the moved 

into the village. MF said she had little experience of cats but described how this cat 

befriended them and endeared himself to the couple. At the beginning of the 

interview MF used the objectifying pronoun ‘it’ to refer to Morgan, but once she starts 

talking more MF switches to ‘he’ instead. Later in the interview she refers to him as 

‘Morgan’ and explains that they named him that. In the beginning MF said they were 

determined not to let Morgan come into the house, especially as her partner is 

allergic. However, once the weather started to warmup and they started leaving the 

windows opne, MF said Morgan started coming in and sitting with them. This was 

during the 2020 Covid19 Lockdown, and both MH and her partner were home during 

the day. MF described Morgan as being very friendly, despite never them having fed 

him. She explained she had had a bad experience with a cat scratching her as a 

child and had been wary of them ever since. She then went on to share how much 

she enjoyed Morgan’s visits and how he cuddles up and said he has been the 

subject of many photos and a few videos over the past year. She described how 

relaxing she found it just stroking an animal and just them doing their thing, ‘like 

sniffing the air, or you know, kind of brings you back to a more basic mindfulness I 

guess observing what's in your local area’ (MF, 15:26). The significance of Morgan’s 

visits is apparent from how much MF said he appeared in photos and video diaries 
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that she had made over the past year. Towards the end of the interview, MF said, ‘I 

really hope we do find out where he lives’ (MF, 22:19). 

 

At first MF was a bit concerned that the cat was homeless or needed help in some 

way, so she took photos to send to a friend who knew about cats. MF said the friend 

assured her that the cat looked healthy and likely had a home to go back to, even 

though he does not wear a collar. Furthermore, MF said Morgan does not come 

around all the time and sometimes they can go week without seeing him. MF also 

recalled how she was ‘googling’ about cats because she was concerned about 

whether they should be encouraging this cat or not. Apparently, the cat just showed 

up one day and started acting like their home was his second home. MF said she 

contacted her cat friends again to ask if they would be annoyed if someone else was 

enjoying their cat’s company. She emphasised that they were not feeding the cat, but 

they were allowing him to sit with them on the sofa while petting him. Most of her 

friends told her their cats also hung out with the neighbours and that it did not bother 

them. MF also shared how she learned from her friends that not all cats were so 

sociable, and one friend told her they would feel a bit disowned if their cat was like 

that cuddly with other people. MF explained they really enjoy Morgan’s visits but 

never feed him and always makes sure he leaves in the evening, primarily because 

she read people don’t like you to feed their cat.  
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A6.5. Visual elements of case study participants. 
 

Supplementary photos and video footage (where provided) were placed within 

the reconstructed timeline by being assigned a code that included the human’s 

designated initials (e.g., MH), and where on respective cat’s coded timeline the 

information fitted (see chorological recording, A7, below). The format (video, 

photo, on-camera), and a letter (a, b, c, etc., if multiples) was also assigned. For 

example, two photos of Memphis as a kitten in his new home would be 

assigned the code MH-2-photo-a and MH-2-photo-b. 

 
Cat(s) Code Description 

Fantastic & 
Kapow 

FKH-2-photo ‘Both of them not long after I got them, maybe a few months 
tops, they were acclimatising to non feral life’ (FKH, email) 

FKH-5-photo ‘A picture of them both together, Fantastic (mid yawn) on left 
and Kapow on the right’ (FKH, email).  

Conkey 

CH-9-video-a 59 seconds of footage of Conkey coming home to key 
jangling, after being out alone. CH is holding up her keys 
and shaking them (the sound can be heard on the video 
clip) and Conkey is walking towards her at a leisurely pace. 
Conkey continues to approach CH at a walk, with his tail is 
erect and bent at the end as he gets closer. He walks right 
up to CH, head bops her outstretched, and enjoys a chin 
rub. The video concludes with Conkey walking ahead 
towards home.  

CH-9-video-b 68 seconds of footage of Conkey going out for a walk with 
CH. The clip starts with Conkey getting ready to go out and 
heading down the stairs (13s). Conkey heads towards the 
door, which CH opens (20s) and Conkey early steps out 
(25s). Conkey turns around (35s) and follows CH. He walks 
jauntily along the wall (41s), almost breaking into a run. He 
stops and sniffs something (49s) and the clip ends with him 
rolling around in the car park area (57s). 

CH-9-photo-a Close up of Conkey looking into camera.  
CH-9-photo-b Conkey getting a head rub from CH.  
CH-9-photo-c 
CH-9-photo-d 

Conkey on balcony, exploring. 

CH-9-photo-e Conkey sleeping on balcony flowerpot.  
CH-9-photo-f 
CH-9-photo-g 

Conkey out and about (roaming freely).  

CH-9-photo-h Conkey waiting for the elevator. 
CH-9-photo-i 
CH-9-photo-j 

Conkey visiting the neighbour.  

Conkey & 
Leon 

CH-9-photo-k Conkey and Leon on balcony together. 
CH-9-photo-l Conkey and Leon on inside together interacting. Coneky 

seems to be initiating contact.  
Conkey, 
Leo, and 
Leon 

CH-9-photo-m Conkey and Leo together. Leo is investigating the door and 
Coneky is stood behind him watching. Leon is sat on the 
carpet behind Conkey.  

Apollo 

PALH-6-photo-b PALH is stood in the hallway hold up Apollo to show how big 
he is. 

PALH-6-photo-f Apollo lying next to crocs (which he likes to play attack). 
PALH-6-photo-g Apollo sat down in front of the drum kit.  
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PALH-6-photo-h Apollo sat up on back of sofa 

Luka 

PALH-6-photo-c PALH is stood in the hallway hold up Apollo to show how he 
is the smallest 

PALH-6-photo-i Close-up of Luka’s face.  
PALH-6-photo-j Luka sat on floor next to PALH, looking up. 
PALH-6-photo-k Luka rubbing against PALH’s hand. 

Prr 

PALH-6-photo-a PALH is stood in the hallway hold up Prr to show how big he 
is. 

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 00:51-
01:00) x8 

‘There's one! Say hello Prr [special vocalisation sound]’ 
(PALH, 00:51). Screenshots from interview (PALH, 00:51-
01:00). PALH grabs Prr (00:51) and lifts him into the camera 
frame. Prr looks into the camera (00:54), and then PALH 
lowers him to the floor again (00:59).  

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 03:27-
04:09) x6 

‘Oh, I'm not allowed to look at him when he jumps on my 
lap… I can invite him but not allowed to look (PALH, 03:34). 
Screenshots from interview (PALH, 03:27-04:09). Prr jumps 
up on PALH’s lap and stands there while she talks and 
strokes his back. Eventually he settles down and sits next to 
her on the sofa (04:07).  

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 16:44-
16:55) x4 

‘Prr is [lifting cat up to show] is like, he’s huge’ (PALH, 
16:44). 

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 25:32-
26:40) x8 

Prr jumps up on PALH’s lab and enjoys being stroked. ‘The 
one thing this one won't do is touch noses. I can do anything 
with my hand. But if I throw my face at him [puts her face 
towards his head and he backs off]’ (PALH, 26:02). Enjoys a 
chin rub (26:04) but backs away from PALH’s face (26:15). 

Apollo 

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 04:51-
05:15) x6 

PALH is leaning down calling Apollo (04:56) when Prr 
appears from the other side of the sofa. PALH calls Apollo 
then grabs him to show him to the camera. ‘Meow, this is 
Apollo’ (PALH, 05:06). PALH shows Apollo’s face to the 
camera (05:09) and then lowers him back down (05:15). 
Apollo runs off.  

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 10:15-11-
15) x6 

Apollo is walking across the back of the sofa. Luka’s tail is 
also in frame as he is sat on the sofa next to PALH. Apollo 
stops on back of sofa and grooms himself while PALH talks 
to Luka. The Apollo stands up and walks off (11:15) 

Luka 

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 09:48-
10:05) x6 

‘And 'come here' [lifts up Luka]. This is this is a little Luka’ 
(PALH, 09:48). PALH picks up Luka and shows his face to 
the camera (09:58) while caressing his head. Luka rubs his 
head on PALH, who kisses him and then lowers him back 
down (10:05).  

PALH interview 
screenshots 
(PALH, 20:34-
22:18) x6 

Luka jumps up on PALH’s lab and gives her a head bop 
(21:39). Then sits on her lap while she strokes him. When 
PALH stops stroking, Luka sniffs her face (21:52).  

Prr & Luka 
PALH-6-photo-d Close up of Prr looking into the camera. Luka is sat behind 

on the arm of the sofa.  
PALH-6-photo-e Prr foreground and Luka sat just behind him. 

Phoebe 

PH-5-video 45 seconds of footage of Phoebe actively engaged with 
trying to catch the fly. At 29s PH says, ‘I don’t think you’re 
going to get it Phoebe’ and at 40ssays ‘mad, mad, thing’ 
(laughing). Towards the end she stops her antics and starts 
grooming, and PH says, ‘well done’ (44s) and Phoebe looks 
directly at the camera.  

PH-5-photo-a Phoebe sleeping with her front right paw covering her face. 
PH-5-photo-b Phoebe in a box looking out.  
PH-5-photo-c Phoebe lay against PH’s arm, looking up at the camera.  
PH-5-photo-d Phoebe sat on the laptop keyboard. 
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PH-5-photo-e Phoebe sat in the garden. 

Memphis 

MH interview 
screenshots 
(MH, 42:17-
42:30) x8 

Screenshots from interview (MH, 42:17 to 42:30). MH 
moves camera to to show Memphis, who is lay on the 
windowsill. MH extends and hand and pets Memphis. 
Memphis remains laying.  

MH interview 
screenshots 
(MH, 42:33-
42:59) x 10 

Screenshots from interview (MH, 42:33 to 42:59). MH is 
rattling the cat treat bag (42:33), Memphis looks expectantly 
and reaches forward for a treat and takes one from MH’s 
hand (42:47). He stands up and asks for more. MH moves 
the camera back to the original position. 

Sam SF-4-Photo-d Sam lay on the foot of SF’s dad 

Sam & Bella 

SF-3-photo-a Sam meets Bella as a kitten through the cat flap. 
SF-4-photo-a 
SF-4-photo-b 

Sam and Bella playing in the garden. 

SF-4-Photo-c Sam and Bella lay out on the patio. 

Morgan 

MF-4-photo-a Morgan outside, sat under MF’s car. 
MF-4-photo-b Morgan inside, lay on the sofa. 
MF-4-photo-c Morgan inside, hiding in the shelfing. 
MF-4-photo-d Close-up of Morgan’s face. 
MF-4-photo-e Morgan sat inside next to the window.  
MF-4-photo-f Morgan lay on the work desk. 
MF-4-photo-g Morgan lay on the floor looking into the camera. 
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A7. Chronological reordering (coding) of case-study 
transcripts. 
 

A7.1. Mimi chronological coding. 
Label 
(Code) 

Order 
(chronological) 

Mimi was not a young cat when he showed up.  

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 About Mimi’s personality or disposition, 

comments relative their relationship or MiH’s 
perspective 

Pre-Mimi 1 Life prior to, and leading up to MiH first meeting 
Mimi 

Shows up 2 Mimi’s presence was first noticed 
First 6 
months 

3 Initial interactions (mostly with Max the dog) 

More 
confident 

4 Increased contact and confidence around 
humans 

Comes 
indoors 

5 First come in and stays in the house 

Later years 6 Mimi as a house cat 
 

 
 

A7.2. Fantastic and Kapow chronological coding. 
Label 
(Code) 

Order 
(chronological) 

Description over a 7-year period (From Fantastic 
and Kapow aged ~9 months to 8 years) 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 FKH’s comments on Fantastic or Kapow’s 

personalities or dispositions. 
Pre-FK 1 Life prior to the arrival of Fantastic or Kapow, 

including FKH’s childhood and other cats. 
Adoption 2 Events surrounding the adoption of Fantastic 

and Kapow and ‘acclimatisation to non-feral life’ 
(FKH) 
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Early years 3 First home (shared with housemate) 
New baby 4 Adjusting to birth of KRH’s daughter. 
Recent 5 Very recent/current events (both cats aged 8). 
Interview 6 Interactions with cats occurring during interview, 

including appearing on camera.  
 

 
 

A7.3. Conkey chronological coding. 
Label (Code) Order 

(chronological) 
Description over a 5-year period (From 
Conkey aged ~ 7 months to 6 years) 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 About Conkey’s (or other cats) personality or 

disposition, comments relative to their 
relationship or CH’s perspective 

Pre-Conkey 1 Events that occurred prior to CH meeting 
Conkey, including CH’s history as a cat 
behaviouralist and volunteer in a shelter. 

Pre-adoption 2 When Conkey was first brought under the 
care of volunteers in the shelter CH 
volunteered with. 

Foster/Adoption 3 The period when Conkey first came home 
with CH as a ‘foster’ cat 

Permanent 4 Conkey making himself at home and 
integrating as a permanent family member.  

Venturing out 5 CH decides Conkey wants to go out roaming 
and is accompanying him 

Roaming 6 Conkey starts to go out by himself  
Moved building 7 After they moved to a neighbouring 

apartment building  
Lockdown 8 During the 2020 Covid lockdown 
Current 9 Very recent events. 
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A7.4. Prr, Apollo, and Luka chronological coding. 
Label (Code) Order 

(chronological) 
Description 4-year period (from Prr aged 3 to 
7 years, and Apollo since birth).  

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 About Prr, Apollo, or Luka’s personality or 

disposition, and comments relative their 
relationship or PALH’s perspective 

Adopting Prr 1 Events leading up to and surrounding Prr’s 
adoption. 

Prr comes 
home 

2 Four years ago, when Prr first came home. 

Apollo arrives 3 How Apollo was conceived and adopted 
Prr & Apollo 4 When Apollo first came home as a kitten  
Luka shows up 5 Events surrounding Luka’s appearance 

(about 2 months ago) 
Current/Recent 6 Current status quo and very recent events 
During 
Interview 

7 Interactions with Prr, Apollo, or Luka’s, or 
other family members, occurring during Zoom 
interview  
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A7.5. Phoebe chronological coding. 
Label 
(Code) 

Order 
(chronological) 

Description over a 2-year period (Phoebes aged 
~1 year to 3 years) 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 About Phoebe’s personality or disposition, 

comments relative their relationship or PH’s 
perspective 

Before 
Phoebe 

1 Life prior to the arrival of Phoebe, including 
stories of childhood cats. 

Pre-
Adoption 

2 Events surrounding and leading up to Phoebe’s 
adoption 

Coming 
home 

3 Phoebe settling into her new how 

Settled in 4 Events and routines established once Phoebe 
was settled in 

Lockdown 5 Events and circumstance changes associated 
with Covid19 lockdown (e.g. Home Office 
arrangements).  

 

 
 

A7.6. Memphis chronological coding. 
Label 
(Code) 

Order 
(chronological) 

Description over a 14-year period (Memphis 
aged~ 4-5 weeks to 14 years) 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 About Memphis or Tambo’s personality or 

disposition, comments relative their relationship 
or MH’s perspective. 

Pre-
Memphis 

1 MH’s life before Memphis. 

Introduction 2 Pre-adoption and events surrounding the time 
when MH first met Memphis as a kitten (2007). 

First home 3 The time they lived on the edge of town in UK 
and Memphis was a kitten and young cat 

With partner 4 When they lived in a UK village with MH’s 
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partner’s and her two cats. 
Kenya 5 Their time in Kenya (3 years). During this time 

Tambo joined the family. 
Back to UK 6 MH and both cats moved back to the UK and 

lived for a while in an apartment with shared 
front garden. 

Current 7 Where they live now, near to town centre in UK. 
The birth of MH’s daughter (aged 3 at time of 
interview).  

During 
interview 

8 Interactions with Memphis occurring during the 
interview. 

 

 
 

A7.7. Sam chronological coding. 
Label (Code) Order 

(chronological) 
Description of SF’s friendship with Sam 
spans 9 years. 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning. 
Generic 0 About Sam’s personality or disposition, and 

comments relative their relationship or FS’s 
perspective. 

Childhood cats 1 Cats from FS’s childhood. 
Sam appears 2 The time when Sam first starts visiting 

(around 2007). 
Bella & Sam 3 Bella is adopted as a kitten in 2011 by FS 

and her mother. 
After Bella 4 Bella died in 2016, but Sam kept visiting. 
Current/recent 5 Sam is getting on in years, but still visits 

regularly. 
Undeterminable 6 Not sure where to place events. 
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A7.8. Morgan chronological coding. 
Label (Code) Order 

(chronological) 
Description of MF’s friendship with Morgan 
spans around 1 year. 

N/A - Banter or interviewer questioning 
Generic 0 About Morgan’s personality or disposition, 

comments relative their relationship or FM’s 
perspective 

Background 1 Time prior to moving into the bungalow  
Moved in 2 Time period between FM first moving into their 

new home in late 2019 and the first C19 
lockdown in 2020 

Lockdown 3 Interactions with Morgan during lockdown in 
2020 

Current/recent 4 Most recent events and the current status quo 
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A8. Feline Five Personality Test. 
 

A8.1. Personality traits and dimensions. 
Trait Dimension Description (from Litchfield et al. 2017) 

Agreeableness  
- 

Irritable  Often seems in a bad mood, or is impatient and easily 
provoked to anger or other agonistic or 
threatening/aggressive behaviour 

Solitary Spends time alone or avoids company by choice 
Aggressive to 
people 

Reacts in a hostile way or attempts to attack/threaten people 

Agreeableness  
+ 
 

Gentle Responds to others in an easy-going manner, which is not 
rough or threatening 

 Affectionate Warm attachment to or closeness with other cats, pets or 
people, e.g., grooming, touching, or lying next to other cats, 
pets or people 

Friendly to 
people 

Initiates proximity or closeness to people by approaching 
readily and in a friendly manner, e.g., purring and/or rubbing 
against legs 

Playful Initiates and engages in non-aggressive play behaviour with 
objects, which may seem meaningless 

Cooperative Is compliant; willingly behaves when asked to do something 

Impulsiveness  
- 

Constrained Controlled and not very impulsive 
Predictable Consistent and steady behaviour over extended periods of 

time; sticks to a behavioural routine or set of activities 

Impulsiveness  
+ 

Distractible Easily distracted and has a short attention span 
Erratic Inconsistent or widely varying in behaviour and moods 
Impulsive Displays spontaneous or sudden behaviour that was not 

anticipated 
Reckless Rash or unconcerned about the consequences of his/her 

behaviours 

Dominance  
- 

Friendly to 
other cats 

Initiates proximity with or getting close to other cats; 
approaches other cats readily and in a friendly manner, e.g., 
purrs, rubs 

Submissive Often gives in or yields to another cat/pet 

Dominance  
+ 

Defiant Assertive or difficult or challenges the usual dominance 
order with other cats or people in your household, even if 
there are unfavourable consequences for this cat) 

Jealous Often troubled by other cats, pets or people who are in a 
desirable or advantageous situation such as having food, a 
choice location, or access to social situations. May attempt 
to disrupt activities of advantaged cats 

Greedy Excessively desirous or covetous of food, favoured 
locations, or other resources and unwilling to share these 
resources with other cats/pets 

Dominant Controlling, exerting forcefulness, powerful with respect to 
other cats/pets 

Bullying Overbearing and intimidating towards other cats 
Aggressive to 
other cats 

Reacts in a hostile way or attempts to attack/threaten other 
cats 

Extraversion  
- 

Clumsy Relatively awkward or uncoordinated during movements, 
e.g. when walking, climbing, or playing 

Quitting Readily stops or gives up activities that have recently been 
started 

Aimless Seems to behave without any clear purpose or direction 
Extraversion  
+ 

Vigilant  Watchful or observant; spends a lot of time attending to 
his/her surroundings 
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Inquisitive He/she seems drawn to new situations, objects, or animals 
and behaves as if he/she wishes to learn more about others 
or objects within view 

Inventive More likely than other cats to do new things including novel 
or problem-solving behaviours, e.g., opening a cupboard or 
entering bags or boxes 

Smart Quick and accurate in judging and comprehending 
situations; learns quickly to associate events and appears to 
remember for a long time 

Persevering Continues in a course of action, task, or strategy for a long 
time or continues despite opposition 

Curious Seeks out or investigates novel situations 
Deliberate Seems to behave in an intentional or planned way 
Decisive Seems determined and purposeful in his/her activities 
Active Moves frequently, e.g., often walks, runs, stalks 

Neuroticism  
- 

Stable Reacts to his/her environment in a calm way 
Bold Daring, not restrained or tentative, doesn’t hesitate 
Cool Unaffected by emotions and usually undisturbed, assured, 

and calm 
Calm Not easily disturbed by changes in the environment 
Self-assured Moves in a seemingly confident, well-coordinated, and 

relaxed manner 
Trusting Not suspicious and approaches easily, e.g., human or 

animal visitors in the house 

Neuroticism  
+ 

Fearful of 
other cats 

Retreats readily or moves away from other cats 

Suspicious Not trusting; does not approach easily, e.g., human or 
animal visitors in the house 

Insecure Seems scared easily, jumpy and fearful in general 
Tense Shows restraint in movement and posture, e.g., almost 

frozen in position 
Fearful of 
people 

Retreats readily or moves away from people 

Excitable Overreacts to changes in the environment 
Anxious Interested but fearful and uneasy; seems to change his/her 

mind about approach or withdrawal 
Shy Reluctant to approach other animals, novel objects or new 

situations 
No trait Independent Behaviour not influenced or controlled by other animals, 

events, or things 
No trait Individualistic Behaviour stands out or is unusual/different compared to 

that of other cats 
No trait Vocal Frequently and readily vocalises 
No trait Eccentric Shows unusual behaviours. 
 

Each cat was scored on 52 personality dimensions (Litchfield et al., 2017), 

using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from ‘Not at all’ (-3) to ‘Very much so’ 

(+3), with neutral being 0. Dimensions that I was unable to score due to 

insufficient information were marked NS (Not Scorable) and the percentage of 

NS notations calculated from the 48 dimensions used to score personality traits 

(the Independent, Individualistic, Vocal, Eccentric, dimensions were not 

assigned to a personality trait according to Litchfield et al. 2017). 
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A8.2. Scoring for case study cats (raw data). 

 

Dimension Trait
Conkey

Prr Apollo
Luka

Pheobe

Fantasti
c

Kapow
Memphis

Dimension Trait
Apollo

Irritable Agreeableness - -2 1 -1 -3 -1 -1 -1 -2
Solitary Agreeableness - -2 1 -2 -3 2 NS NS -3
Aggressive to people Agreeableness - -3 0 -3 -3 1 -1 -1 -3
Gentle Agreeableness + 2 -1 3 3 -1 0 0 2
Affectionate Agreeableness + 3 -1 3 3 -1 2 2 2
Friendly to people Agreeableness + 3 1 3 3 1 -1 -3 3
Playful Agreeableness + 3 1 2 1 2 NS NS 1
Cooperative Agreeableness + 3 1 2 1 0 0 0 0
Constrained Impulsiveness - 2 1 2 1 0 2 2 2
Predictable Impulsiveness - 3 1 2 NS 0 2 2 2
Distractible Impulsiveness + -1 NS NS NS -2 NS NS 0
Erratic Impulsiveness + -1 2 0 -3 -1 -2 -2 -2
Impulsive Impulsiveness + -3 0 0 NS 1 -3 -3 -3
Reckless Impulsiveness + -1 0 -1 -2 -2 -1 -1 1
Friendly to other cats Dominance - 3 -1 3 3 -3 1 1 -2
Submissive Dominance - -2 -1 0 NS 2 NS NS 2
Defiant Dominance + 1 1 0 -2 -2 -2 -2 -2
Jealous Dominance + -3 2 -3 -3 -3 -1 -1 -2
Greedy Dominance + 0 2 0 0 NS -2 -2 0
Dominant Dominance + 2 -1 0 -1 -2 NS NS -2
Bullying Dominance + 1 0 0 -1 -3 -2 -2 -3
Aggressive to other cats Dominance + -2 1 0 -3 -1 NS NS -1
Clumsy Extraversion - -3 -2 -2 NS -2 -3 -3 -3
Quitting Extraversion - NS NS NS NS NS NS NS NS
Aimless Extraversion - -3 -2 -2 -1 1 -2 -2 -2
Vigilant Extraversion + 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1
Inquisitive Extraversion + 3 0 2 2 0 NS NS 3
Inventive Extraversion + 3 NS 2 NS -2 2 2 1
Smart Extraversion + 3 0 1 1 0 2 2 2
Persevering Extraversion + NS NS NS NS NS NS NS NS
Curious Extraversion + 3 NS 2 NS 0 NS NS 3
Deliberate Extraversion + 3 0 1 2 0 NS NS 2
Decisive Extraversion + 3 2 2 1 -1 1 2 3
Active Extraversion + NS 1 1 NS 2 NS NS 0
Stable Neuroticism - 3 -1 3 3 -1 NS NS 2
Bold Neuroticism - 3 -2 3 2 -2 -1 -3 3
Cool Neuroticism - 2 -1 3 3 0 -1 -1 0
Calm Neuroticism - 2 -1 3 3 -1 -1 -3 1
Self-assured Neuroticism - 3 1 3 2 -1 NS NS 3
Trusting Neuroticism - 3 0 3 2 -3 -2 -3 2
Fearful of other cats Neuroticism + -3 1 0 -3 -3 NS NS -1
Suspicious Neuroticism + -2 -2 -3 -3 2 2 3 -3
Insecure Neuroticism + -2 1 -3 -2 0 NS NS -3
Tense Neuroticism + -2 NS -3 -1 0 NS NS -2
Fearful of people Neuroticism + -3 -2 -3 -3 2 2 3 -3
Excitable Neuroticism + -1 1 -1 -2 NS NS NS -2
Anxious Neuroticism + -2 -1 -2 -3 -2 NS NS -2
Shy Neuroticism + -3 0 -2 -2 2 NS NS -2
No Score (NS)/48 3 6 3 10 4 20 20 2
% NS (out of 48) 6% 13% 6% 21% 8% 42% 42% 4%
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A9. Additional sources of comment data. 
 

To find news articles I used Lexis-Nexis online media archive from the period 

Jan 2020 to present (March 2023). I conducted a broad search using the 

following search criteria: “cat AND feral” OR “cat AND wildlife” OR “cat AND 

roaming” OR “cat AND indoor”. Similar search terms were used to search 

YouTube and the DuckDuckGo browsers. I only listed relevant articles that have 

a function for readers to comment. The table is by no means comprehensive but 

serves as a template and illustrates the potential breadth and depth of data 

sources.  

 
Title Media Author Date 

published 
Comments 
(date) 

Feral cats - Australia's native 
animal annihilators 

YouTube ABC Australia 17 Jan 
2020 

2263  
(17 Mar 2023) 

Cats 🐈 Urban Wildlife | 
Animal Science 

YouTube Science 12 July 
2020 

331  
(17 Mar 2023) 
 

Hawaii's Feral Cat War YouTube 
 

Vice News 
 

22 July 
2021 
 

5421  
(17 Mar 2023) 
 

Combating the Problem of 
500K Feral Cats in NYC 

YouTube Vice News 
 

1 Jan 
2022 
 

2248  
(15 Dec 2022) 
Turned off  
(17 Mar 2023) 

Outdoor cats are an invasive 
species and a threat to 
themselves, scientists say 

MSN News From 
Salon.com 

3 Dec 
2022 

75  
(17 Mar 2023) 

The Outdoor Cat: 
Neighborhood Mascot or 
Menace? 

Online News, 
Commentary 

The New York 
Times 

2 Aug 
2022 

519  
(17 Mar 2023) 

Is it time to end cats’ right to 
roam? 

Online News, 
Commentary 

The Guardian 
 

14 Aug 
2022 
 

809 (closed 
after 24 hrs) 
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