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Abstract
Within the field of multispecies ethnography, a lingering question remains regarding how 
we can understand the nonhuman side of the human–nonhuman encounter. Many authors 
have ventured into this topic on a theoretical level, but none have proposed an effective method-
ological approach for how to achieve their goals. After examining the pitfalls experienced 
when acting as a volunteer at an animal shelter, I propose that in order to get closer to the feline 
gaze, we must first utilize an understanding of a cat’s sensory capabilities. Recognizing that a 
cat’s subjectivities are necessarily mediated by their bodies, understanding how they perceive the 
world involves a sensory experiential methodology. Highlighting the many contributions of 
phenomenological frameworks along with their limitations, I argue that getting closer to the 
feline gaze means appreciating species differences rather than arguing for the shared qualities 
held across species. Because of the species barrier, an interdisciplinary approach must meld phe-
nomenological with ethological methods to grasp the interspecies relationships created by the 
cat–human encounter.
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How Do We Begin to Talk About the Cat’s Perspective?

The question of how we begin to talk about the cat’s perspective is how I 
began this paper. It was prompted by the new and exciting research being 
conducted in multispecies ethnography that seeks to include the nonhuman 
within the study of the human. This notion that the human world is not 
confined to humans alone provides a more holistic way to think about the 
human experience: “Multispecies ethnography centers on how a multitude of 
organisms’ livelihoods shape and are shaped by political, economic, and cul-
tural forces” (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010, p. 545). By decentering human 
agency, the subjecthood of other species is allowed to be in the spotlight, illu-
minating many other ways of being in the world and making the web of 
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interconnections between humans and other species clearer. In fact, we cocon-
struct our lives in many ways with other living organisms that are not always 
obvious. According to Haraway, “If we appreciate the foolishness of human 
exceptionalism, then we know that becoming is always becoming with—
in a contact zone where the outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake” 
(2008, p. 244).

How, then, does the feline gaze fit into this? Many previous studies on 
human–animal relationships have engaged with how various humans think 
about and interact with nonhuman animals, from Geertz’s analysis of a cock-
fight in Bali (1977) where the animals functioned as symbols to conceptual-
izations of multispecies clouds in the wake of the H5N1 virus in Indonesia 
(Lowe, 2010). However, these very important studies do not venture deep 
enough into an equally important side of this relationship: the nonhuman side 
(Sanders & Arluke, 1993). Assuming that it is impossible to know anything 
from the animal’s perspective without being anthropomorphic in some way 
(Noske, 1997), this specter of human projection has prevented many from 
exploring the issue further in the social sciences. Nonetheless, a few studies 
have recently tried to bridge this gap in formulating different ways that inter-
species relationality occurs from the nonhuman side.

Sanders and Arluke (1993) argue for the existence of a mind in nonhuman 
animals that is not predicated on linguistic facility. Their argument rests on 
the idea that the concept of the mind “is reconceived as the product of interac-
tion in which intimates are actively involved in contextualizing, identifying, 
understanding, and responding to the defined subjective experience of the 
nonverbal other” (Sanders & Arluke, 1993, p. 384). Looking at interactions 
between dogs and their human owners, they posit that one can understand a 
dog’s mind by his interactions in the interspecies encounter. In a response to 
Sanders and Arluke a year later, Hilbert counters by saying that attributing 
minds to animals is necessarily anthropocentric and an “artifact of our cul-
ture” (1994, p. 535). Hilbert suggests that Sanders and Arluke’s attribution of 
mind to animals is of necessity trying to make them like us. He argues further 
that minds are not necessarily the domain of humans either. Instead, he sug-
gests, we use the term “sentience” for both humans and animals because it 
lacks the cultural baggage of “mind” derived from the Cartesian division 
between the physical and the nonphysical.

Can we get away from this “cultural baggage” when talking about the per-
spective of the nonhuman in multispecies intimacy and interaction by simply 
choosing another term? Is “sentience” sufficient, or is there another term that 
also conveys the subjective experience of the nonhuman? Nimmo defines 
subjectivities as the “conscious inner lives of subjects” (2012, p. 178). He, 
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however, also argues against the use of “mind” when referring to the inner 
lives of animals as a “Cartesian chimera” that is best considered as “constructed 
relationally in interspecies interaction” (p. 184). He prefers the term “animal 
being” to dislodge the idea of animal subjectivity from biology or at the other 
end of the Cartesian dichotomy, the mind. 

Woodward uses the term “animal gaze”: “it is the gaze of a being who 
actively claims his or her own subjectivity, looking at another who takes her 
human subjectivity as a given”  (2008, p. 1). By evoking the Lacanian term 
gaze, as Woodward does, I hope to imply that the cat is a subject, actively 
constituting its own self as it looks upon others in a mutual becoming that 
reveals itself through the nonverbal interspecies interaction. It implies not 
only that the cat is a subject but also that her subjecthood is conveyed by her 
own methods, not by the human who recognizes the gaze. A cat, in this 
instance, is not simply an object, subject to a human gaze, but he or she is a 
subject who also gazes back. 

By using the term gaze, I hope to leave behind a lot of the baggage Hilbert 
suggests is attached to terms like mind, however I also recognize that it would 
be impossible to remove all cultural connotations of any word. Can we get 
away from Nimmo’s contention that talking about animal mind/subjectivities/
animal being/sentience is a “Cartesian chimera”? 

Although the interactions between shelter workers  and the public have 
been covered in a sociological context (Arluke, 1994), the only ethnographic 
attempt to address cats on their own terms vis a vis humans in the social land-
scape of a cat shelter has been Alger and Alger’s Cat Culture: The Social World 
of a Cat Shelter, which was published in 2003. By looking at specifically how 
the cats treated the volunteers, they saw the cats treating the volunteers like 
they would other cats. In other words, the cats acted and reacted towards the 
human volunteers as if they were also cats. They would “manipulate” the 
human volunteers to get special feeding locations or interfere with volunteer 
activities in order to get attention. They argued that a cat’s ability to manipu-
late the volunteers into getting what they wanted showed that they had the 
ability “to take the role of the human” (Alger & Alger, 2003, p. 70).

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. 
Indeed, when a human must interact with another human, “the belief that we 
can know the intentions, goals, and desires of other selves allow us to act in 
this world” (Kohn, 2007, p. 7). It gives a member of any species the ability to 
be social.

This effect is especially pronounced between a human and companion ani-
mal over time. These close interspecies friendships (Sanders, 2003) form the 
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basis by which a relationship is built. “The partners in the relationship spend 
time together and share routine activities” (Sanders, 2003, p. 414), and this is 
even more clear in the case of mutual play. In play, both actors must be able 
to recognize a shared goal and to utilize “appropriate moves and counter-
moves” (Sanders, 2003, p. 414). “In other words, both person and companion 
animal must, in a rudimentary way, take the role of the other and adjust 
their actions on the basis of this orientation” (Sanders, 2003, p. 415). Derrida 
similarly talks about this effect: 

Pretense presupposes taking the other into account; it therefore supposes, simultane-
ously, the pretense of pretense—a simple supplementary move by the other within the 
strategy of the game. That supplementarity is at work from the moment of the first 
pretense. (Derrida, 2003, p. 136)

Following this emphasis on close interspecies friendships, Dutton and Wil-
liams (2004) likewise argue for the importance of interspecies intimacy in 
cross-species understanding. They also argue, like Nimmo (2012), that 
“the assumption that we have no intimacy with how other animals experience 
the world is an inherent feature of this divisive view of the mind” (Dutton & 
Williams, 2004, p. 221). Thus, rather than viewing the mind as an inner 
repository separate from physical, bodily actions, they argue that behavior and 
social interactions can be a window of sorts to the subjective experiences of 
nonhuman animals. If an individual’s inner experiences, or subjectivities, can 
be revealed through interspecies friendships, the attempt to understand the 
feline gaze becomes feasible.

Kirksey and Helmreich (2010) allude to animals as being mutes—they 
communicate but not with spoken language in the same way that humans do. 
If we are to understand the cat as a kind of mute, this brings up an interesting 
question: “How is an anthropologist to write about the unspoken?” (Ruben-
stein, 2012, p. 40) If it is not possible to ask a cat what she is thinking, or even 
why she does what she does, how can we understand cat subjectivities? 

Kirksey and Helmreich bring up another valid point about representation: 
“How can or should or do anthropologists speak with and for nonhuman 
others?” (2010, p. 554). When studying cat subjectivities, I want to be careful 
about this problem of voice: When trying to get closer to the problem of 
studying the cat–human relationship from the point of view of the cat, I do 
not want to say that I can speak for the cat. However, while I acknowledge the 
differences between humans and other species, the cat included, it would be 
unfair to the cat and lead to woefully inadequate analysis not to try to under-
stand how a cat experiences the world around her.



 K. White / Society & Animals 21 (2013) 93-104 97

The research by feline animal behaviorists shows that cats have a different 
sensory apparatus that sometimes is inferior to ours and at other times exceeds 
ours. To truly understand the cat from her own perspective, we would need to 
not only “see” the world from less than a foot off the floor, but we would also 
need to know what it is like to see clearly in the dark, to hear at an extended 
range, to judge the contours of a space from facial whiskers, etc. We should 
not make the assumption that because a cat is posited as being actively involved 
in coconstituting a human–cat interaction, a cat’s bodily capabilities do not 
matter. A cat is a member of a different species with a radically different way 
of relating to the world with her body. Simply because she also does not use 
language to think about and understand her world does not mean she does 
not possess an “embodied consciousness” (Sanders & Arluke, 1993) that we 
might unlock through attention to her species’s unique sensory capabilities of 
being in the world. 

Shapiro (1990) calls our attention to “kinesthetic empathy” to highlight 
the communicative aspects of movement that interspecies interaction often 
entails. However, we should be wary of privileging only the use of sight in 
trying to understand the many ways interspecies communication takes place. 
The Matsutake Worlds Research Group (2009) contends that chemical agency 
through smell is one kind of relationality or interaction between the host tree 
and the matsutake mushroom and also between the human mushroom pick-
ers and the mushroom. What other ways might different species communicate 
through their senses that we might miss because we privilege our own senses 
and our own way of relating to our embodied worlds?

By emphasizing the qualities that humans and their companion animals share, 
Dutton and Williams (2004) miss the many important ways that species differ 
physiologically. While our sharedness can be important to emphasize, we 
should not over-rely on our desire for similarity with other species due to what 
we can miss. Rather, by acknowledging and seeking to understand alien as 
well as familiar sensory experiences, we can get even closer to the feline gaze.

Sensory anthropology might provide a useful departure for thinking about 
nonhuman senses as a way to understand nonhuman subjectivities. When 
discussing human senses, Shepard states that “while firmly rooted in physiol-
ogy, sensation is also shaped by individual experience, cultural preconditioning, 
and environmental variables” (2004, p. 264). Acknowledging this variation in 
humans, it would be unusual and perhaps overly simplistic to assume that 
nonhuman senses operate at the physiological level only. How might a sensory 
anthropology of the nonhuman incorporate animal behavioral and sensory 
science into a participant observation methodology while accommodating 
and highlighting these variables?
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In the Cat Room at the animal shelter where I did my fieldwork, cats did 
not interact with these human visitors in a vacuum; they did so within a room 
that, within which, depending on how long they had lived there, they had 
come to know a routine and a limited display of interaction they could expect. 
By looking at the ways that cats’ actions were constrained in this setting by the 
human volunteers (who were further constrained by shelter policies), we 
might illuminate some of these environmental variables Shepard acknowl-
edges. To this end, I will start by looking at the Cat Room within the shelter 
itself to illuminate where these interactions took place.

Next, I will highlight the issues inherent in using a sensory anthropological 
methodology. While many of the authors I listed here have advocated for 
various understandings of animal subjectivities, getting the data we require is 
still a challenge. This paper attempts to highlight some of the issues I faced 
when trying to do participant observation fieldwork in the Cat Room at the 
animal shelter.

Shelter Policies and Human–Cat Interactions

The shelter’s policies were given to shelter volunteers during a mandatory ori-
entation, and in many cases, posted on the walls of the Cat Room. As a regu-
lar volunteer, I attended this orientation and was as much constrained by 
these policies as any other volunteer. The most important policies that con-
strained human–cat interactions that I will focus on are twofold. First, only 
one cat was allowed outside of its cage at a time. This rule was explained to me 
based on the idea that so many cats in the same room would never be able to 
get along harmoniously. Alger and Alger’s (2003) study of a cat shelter dif-
fered from this construction of cat behavior; in the shelter they observed, cats 
could freely move around the few rooms while volunteers were present. This 
rule was also in place because it posed a safety concern to have more than one 
cat out at a time due to the number of visitors going in and out of the Cat 
Room at any given time. Several cats would also run toward the front door 
whenever it was opened. Because the door had a bell attached, it would have 
been easy for any cat to recognize that sound and react accordingly. Chico, an 
otherwise relaxed and calm cat, would often run toward the door as soon as he 
heard the bell. His name card explained this behavior resulted from his previ-
ous home where he was an indoor/outdoor cat.

There were a few exceptions to this rule. Theresa, a volunteer who came to 
the shelter every day the shelter was open, would sometimes make judgments 
about which two cats could be allowed to be out together. In the case of two 
cats who came from the same household, such as Tigger and Velvet, they were 
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always allowed out together because they had already “bonded.” Although 
Tigger and Velvet were both purebred Siamese cats from the same household, 
they were not from the same litter; however, they were always referred to as 
“brother” and “sister” and were encouraged to spend time together outside of 
their two cages. Sage and Sasha were also deemed friendly toward each other 
because Sasha would always try to paw at Sage through the small space under 
the door of the sunroom when Sage was out. Sage would also paw back. When 
they were let out to play together, Sasha would try to engage Sage in play by 
hiding behind the edge of the sink until Sage was close enough for Sasha to 
pounce on her. 

Another key policy that constrained human–cat interaction was that no 
visitor could take a cat out of the cage unless s/he had filled out an adoption 
application that had been approved by one of the shelter employees. This rule 
was explained to me as a measure of cat health and safety. There was a picture 
of a human hand with the words “Top 5 Reasons Cats Get Sick” attached to 
the back supply door. For this reason, visitors and volunteers were also required 
to use hand sanitizers from the dispenser on the wall between cats. This also 
meant that most interactions took place between the bars of the cage. Visitors, 
especially kids, would stick their fingers between the bars in an effort to engage 
with a cat (even though this activity was highly discouraged by shelter staff ).

This led to some interesting observational issues that were not discussed in 
Alger and Alger’s (2003) study because their cat shelter was organized very 
differently. As a result of these policies, physical interactions between humans 
and cats were infrequent and physical interactions between multiple cats 
were rarer still. Nonetheless, both cats and humans (volunteers and visitors) 
did attempt communication through the bars of the cages and on the 
floor one-on-one. 

Methodological Issues or, Herding Cats

The self arises dialectically through communication with others. Our consciousness of 
ourselves is based on how we think others see us. Hence, the self is a looking-glass self 
rooted in the fundamental ability to take the role of the other. (Alger & Alger, 2003, 
p. 70)

A broader question is one of methodology. If we accept Dutton and 
Williams’s (2004) contention that behavior is the key to subjectivities, we 
are still left with the problem of how to assess behavioral actions for inner 
experiences. While observing the ways that individual cats act and react to 
various conditions in the Cat Room, it would be difficult to ascertain fully 
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what motivations (if any) were contained within. In my experience in the Cat 
Room, it became nearly impossible to judge from actions alone what the 
underlying subjectivity would be. In my fieldwork notes, I attempted to posit 
possibilities for various actions to see if anything was revealed.

One instance always stuck out in my mind: Sage, a small, tortoise-shell-
colored cat with an affinity for running around the Cat Room, would often 
stick her paw out of her cage whenever someone was around. When Sage 
stuck her paw out of her cage, was she, as many observers and a regular volun-
teer asserted, trying to “pick the lock” of her cage? Did she conceptualize the 
lock as being the necessary barrier to break to gain freedom? Or did she stick 
out her paw by accident one day and found that she received attention for this 
action? Was it merely an instance of operant conditioning in which she found 
that her action (sticking her paw out of the cage) led to a positive result 
(increased attention)? Can we even surmise that it was attention she was after?

This line of questioning and an infinite web of possibilities do not lead us 
anywhere concrete. Even if we limit ourselves to senses, how do we observe a 
cat’s sensory experiences through behavior alone?

At first, I limited myself to what I could concretely observe, using the 
anthropocentrically privileged sense of sight to take notes on the cat–human 
interactions going on around me and including me. It was not until after 
fieldwork was concluded that I began to reassess my methodological assump-
tions that I began with. Using traditional participant observation methods 
here did not seem to make clearer what I wished to illuminate. I joined the 
animal shelter as a volunteer; I participated in shelter life as was expected of a 
volunteer, interacting both with cats and with visitors and other volunteers; 
I took notes on what I observed and used my experience and knowledge of the 
cats as a basis to try to glean cat subjectivities from the resulting data. 

Relying on observations of interactions between cats and humans was not 
the answer; some other fieldwork methodology was needed. Even when using 
a phenomenological framework, however, often sight and other forms of 
vision are privileged (Hamilton et al., 2006) to the exclusion of other senses 
such as smell (The Matsutake Worlds Research Group, 2009, a notable excep-
tion), sound, taste, or touch. A more holistic view of a cat’s sensory experience 
would involve a comprehensive look at her sensory capabilities to gauge how 
she is an embodied actor in her world. But a true anthropology of the senses 
would involve not just recognizing the cat’s many senses but my own as well 
as I participated as an embodied participant/observer in the interactions. This 
interspecies comingling does not just focus on the nonhuman sensory experi-
ence just as it is not mine alone as the ethnographer or the human half of the 
encounter. How might this be accomplished?
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Mason and Davies (2009) conducted a study on family resemblances and 
used interview techniques with their informants that elicited discussions on 
various sensory experiences of how family members resembled one another. 
They state that “it is possible to make an argument that in some cases asking 
interviewees to verbally recount the sensory can be preferable to the researcher 
attempting to ‘sense’ things firsthand” (Mason & Davies, 2009, p. 596). Thus, 
by using extant methods of interviewing human actors, Mason and Davies 
were able to argue for the importance of recognizing both the tangible and the 
intangible in social worlds of any human actor.

However, this necessarily involves asking one’s informants to explain their 
experiences of their senses using language. What other method might be of use 
to gain access to the feline senses? Phenomenological methodology in archeol-
ogy might provide a useful point of departure. 

While the predominant concern for archeology is understanding human 
experience through time, the way in which Hamilton et al. (2006) propose to 
get closer to what it might have been like to live at various times and places 
might actually get us closer to the feline gaze as well. In addition to more 
conventional archeological methods, they asked their researchers to experi-
ence the field site: “analysis of the landscape locales, as sensuously experienced 
by the human body, offers a way of characterizing, investigating, and prompt-
ing place-specific research questions about essentially unexplored sites”
(Hamilton et al., 2006, p. 33). In other words, by paying attention to the 
sounds and sights, they could get a better idea of how the site might have felt 
to the former inhabitants.

This methodology has issues, which the authors were quick to admit. One 
issue that is particularly salient is “the perception that phenomenology assumes 
the universality of the human body” (Hamilton et al., 2006, p. 34) while 
potentially not accounting for context, class, gender, and age. The authors 
tried to circumvent this issue several ways, including using several different 
researchers, both male and female. This mitigation is helpful, but ultimately 
this is “a contemporary experience in which we have to wrestle with the idea 
that its results may be incompatible with the motives and consciousness of the 
people in the past” (p. 32).

This brings up several interesting points. With regard to the researcher’s 
phenomenological experience of a location, what does my own or any other 
human experience of a location say about cat subjectivities, about a feline 
“being” in the world? It has been noted that we, as humans, cannot imagine 
fully what it is like to be another species; we can only imagine what it would 
be like for us to be that animal (Diski, 2010, p. 73). Thus, we might be able 
to put our own human bodies on the floor and try to imagine what a cat might 
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see, smell, hear, taste, or feel, but ultimately we would still be stuck in the trap 
of our own embodied experiences. 

Furthermore, if we cannot assume the universality of the human body, is it 
any more reasonable to assume the universality of a feline body? How would 
we account for different cat bodies such as the old versus the young, the house 
cat versus the street cat, the Persian with the shortened nose versus the domes-
tic short hair with the longer nose, if such differences exist?

An interdisciplinary framework incorporating feline behavioral data might 
also add a lot to this methodological endeavor. While acknowledging that cats 
as well as humans experience their worlds from a combination of physiologi-
cal, cultural, and environmental factors, it is important to incorporate animal 
behavior and sensory science into participant observation and phenomeno-
logical methods. Utilizing these biological data sources has proved to be enor-
mously helpful in medical anthropology in understanding the ways that 
physiology and culture tangle in everyday life; it is even more essential when 
we consider another species’s subjectivities such as the cat. While it may be 
true that animal behavioral methodologies do not acknowledge the intricacies 
of the human–animal dynamic during “natural” observations (Nimmo, 2012), 
this valuable information should not be discarded outright.

The most important reason for not discarding this crucial resource is the 
species barrier. Hilbert (1994) acknowledged this desire for seeing animals as 
four-legged humans when he criticized Arluke and Sanders (1993) for what he 
saw as their uncritical anthropomorphism. Ultimately, we come back to this 
issue of relying too much on anthropocentric understandings of embodied 
sensory experiences when trying to understand feline subjectivities unless we 
try to meld this phenomenological framework with data on feline sensory 
capabilities (while keeping in mind the positivist methodological issues already 
pointed out; Candea, 2010; Nimmo, 2012). 

Conclusion

What, then, can we say about cat subjectivities? As it would be unwise to char-
acterize all humans as mere stereotypes, it is also important to follow the same 
assumption for members of the Felis catus species. Alger and Alger (2003) 
go to great lengths to recount individual differences between different cats 
at the shelter where they did their fieldwork. When I was a volunteer at the 
Cat Room in an animal shelter, I tried to do the same and found that there 
were many differences in personalities and preferences displayed by the cats 
that were apparent within and without human interaction. Many of these 
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preferences were accommodated by the staff, as when a cat named Baby was 
given a second litter box to lie in after regularly sleeping in her first litter box.

But this participant observational approach was not sufficient to elicit the 
kinds of sensory data I would have needed to illuminate the underpinnings 
of the feline gaze. Traditional phenomenological approaches rely too much on 
interviews, making this technique unusable. Phenomenological archaeology, on 
the other hand, provides part of the answer: If the ethnographer utilizes an expe-
riential method to highlight the human side of the encounter, combined with 
essential animal behavioral data on cat senses, we might be able to get closer to 
the feline gaze. While it is important to not generalize from the sensory experi-
ences of the ethnographer onto the cat, these heretofore untapped resources on 
cat senses provide us with the necessary information to fill this gap.

Issues of representation and voice, however, still remain important to keep 
in mind. We cannot, without a doubt, know what it is like to be a cat. But just 
as an archaeologist cannot know, without a doubt, what people in the past 
experienced as embodied actors, they have not given up on their quest to con-
tinue to get closer. While the species barrier does not involve trying to experi-
ence a place through time, the methods required to do so might help us get 
closer. And just as archaeology is an expansive and continually changing field 
seeking to understand the past, the interdisciplinary field of multispecies eth-
nography can continue to grow and build on a quest to understand other 
species’ connections with our own species.
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