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ABSTRACT
This paper uses a case study of animals in wartime to ask how historical animal
geographers might approach the historical geography of emotions. Its substantive
focus is the entangled emotional experiences of humans and companion animals
during the Second World War on the British home front. Arguing against a focus on
the practical and political difficulties of keeping pets, this paper moves away from the
preemptive killing of pets during the phoney war of 1939-40 to evidence for the value
placed on pets by pet owners, civilians in general and the British state. Drawing
principally on Mass-Observation surveys, this paper investigates the complexities of
the emotional dynamics of the home front, where affect and emotion between people
and individual companion animals were transmitted and amplified. Moreover, it is
emphasised that transpecies emotions were portrayed as valuable to wartime morale,
and thus became part of governmental calculation. Taking morale as a distinct form of
collective affect targeted by the wartime state, we can thus add a more-than-human
dimension to historical geographies of emotion. In sum, this paper argues that
emotion should be considered as both a transpersonal and a transpecies phenomenon:
transpersonal because collectively mediated, and transpecies because of the emotional
interactions between people and nonhuman animals.
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Introduction

The role of animals in and at war is territory staked out by a number of histories and
historical geographies, with a growing interest in the significance of emotional
attachments between people and their animal companions in wartime conditions.1 As
Isla Forsyth has recently written, war provides a ‘space through which to explore the
complex relations between humans and animals because in war animal lives and
relationships can be characterised through extremes of devotion and affection, but
also by their utility, abandonment and sacrifice’.2 This paper, on relations between
humans and nonhuman animals on the British home front during the German
bombing campaigns of the Second World War, focuses on the emotional
entanglements that existed and developed between animals and humans, but also
between animals and the state, elaborating on the importance of animals and emotion
for social and political life during wartime.

The substantive argument of this paper should be taken as a partial corrective to
popular accounts in which the role of nonhuman animals in wartime is simplified to
the point of being traduced.3 The most glaring problem with regard to animals on the
British home front in World War II is the widely propagated notion that complaisant
pet owners gave up their animals to be euthanised en masse during the phoney war of
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September 1939, in anticipation of the hardships to come.4 What supposedly followed
has been called a ‘holocaust of pets’ (in the unfortunate contemporary phrase, later
taken up by Angus Calder and Philip Ziegler).5 The implication of such precautionary
killing of animals is that one of the first casualties of the coming war was the
relationship between humans and their animal companions: it is as if ‘devotion and
affection’, to recall Forsyth’s alternatives, are abruptly succeeded by ‘utility,
abandonment and sacrifice’ at the mere prospect of wartime emergency.6 This
narrative puts the stress on the practical difficulties of keeping animals on the British
home front, and as such it can be ranged with equivalent episodes of anticipatory
slaughter, variously justified by the priority of human beings in the apportionment of
food, ‘humanitarian’ concern for the animals themselves, or worries about human
safety.7

It is misleading to suggest only a painful but resigned pragmatism in the civilian
killing of pets, however.8 Take an example from the history of an illustrious family.
The British politician Shirley Williams describes in her autobiography how as a
teenager in 1944 she ‘notched up a resentment’ towards her mother, the pacifist Vera
Brittain, for killing a little fox terrier puppy who would scream in panic during the air
raids:

My mother, sensible in most things, was convinced he might have convulsions
and bite little Marian. In vain I begged, pleaded, shouted at her. She would not
change her mind. So the terrified puppy was ‘put to sleep’ and I notched up a
resentment I had never felt about being [evacuated] to the United States.9
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What is significant here is not so much Vera’s apparent coolness (at least in her
daughter’s estimation), but rather Shirley’s emotionality, itself testament to the central
and persistent role of affective relations between human beings and their animals,
especially in a time of conflict and crisis. Most former pet owners seem to have paid
full justice to the emotional wrench of having to part with their cherished
companions, even if they followed advice to dispose of them humanely. But the
narrative of the pet massacre is in any case misleading. Most importantly, we should
now accept that the euthanising of animals was rather less common than it has been
made out to be, and indeed became increasingly rare as the war wore on. This has
been recognised by historians, and it worth underlining the fact that it was noted at the
time.10 The best guide to popular attitudes and sentiment that we possess, the wartime
Mass-Observation (M-O) surveys, on which much of the rest of this paper relies,
decisively concluded that ‘Only a relatively small proportion of dogs have been
disposed of because wartime conditions made them too much trouble and have still
not been replaced’.11 In fact, after an initial wave of killings the British government
and people came shortly to accept that animal companions could and should share the
hardships of life under wartime bombardment, not just because most killing was
unnecessary but also because the presence of animals served the purpose of
maintaining morale. Emotional connections to animals – sentimentality, to critics –
did not wane with the prospect and reality of war: in important ways they were
amplified and authorised. Petkeeping, as we shall argue in the final section of this
paper, was quickly enough endorsed as an intrinsic part of everyday life in Britain,
even in wartime conditions – especially so, as a contributor to civilian morale.
Relationships with animals were not insignificant because they were sentimental or
otherwise ‘emotional’: quite the opposite.
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By foregrounding the role of wartime emotional relationships between humans and
animals this paper also aims to respond to growing calls for more embodied and
emotional historical geographies. The ‘vexing question’ of ‘how we might access
animal lives in the past’ is further compounded by the difficulties of addressing the
matter of emotion, which has tended to be approached by historians from the human
perspective.12 The history of emotions, at least in conventional form, is decidedly
anthropocentric, sometimes flatly denying that animals have emotions, or at least
asserting that we do not have meaningful access to them historically.13 The history of
(other) animals’ emotions is rejected outright, for instance, by Jan Plamper in a recent
survey.14 Some animal historians have nevertheless extended the history of emotions
to humans’ feelings about animals in the past, but attention to animals’ own emotional
or affective states, and their ‘cross-species intersubjectivity’ remains thin on the
ground.15 Even in a recent collection advertising ‘interspecies interactions’ the focus
is firmly on ‘emotional responses directed towards animals’.16 We might accept that
nonhuman animals are, just as much as people, ‘emotionally embodied creatures’, but
the problem for historians and historical geographers of how to carry out effective
research remains daunting.17 We could be forgiven for thinking that there is no real
alternative to an anthropocentric approach, that a cross-species history or geography
of emotions is at worst a dead end and at best a one-way street.

What we suggest in this paper, however, using our example of wartime petkeeping, is
that we can move from a concentration solely on people’s feelings towards animals,
and foreground instead the reciprocal, if asymmetric, emotional entanglement of pet
owners with their animal companions, as well as the significance of these animal-
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human dynamics for a more-than-human understanding of collective emotional life.
We take Peta Tait’s work on the twentieth-century circus as exemplary in this regard,
for whilst she recognises that ‘Animal bodies became enveloped in human emotions’,
she does not end her analysis there; instead, she argues that circus animals provoked
but also performed emotions.18 With Tait, we argue that sensory perception, affect
and emotion are transmitted from species to species, even if animals’ own emotions
must remain obscure. Like Tait, we ‘recognise emotions as being socially
communicated, regardless of whether a human can know the embodied emotional
feelings (affect) of another with certainty’.19 Rather than make the history or historical
geography of emotions contingent upon human sentiments about animals, therefore,
we try in this paper to accept the affective states of other animals insofar as they
interact with and amplify human emotions considered in both individual and
collective senses. We approach these historical emotional geographies, in short, as
both transpecies and transpersonal.

Animals under Mass-Observation

Calls for more embodied and emotional geographies have, as we have noted above,
become increasingly common, but for historical geographers they remain a
challenging proposition. Jamie Lorimer and Sarah Whatmore, in an otherwise
sympathetic investigation, opine that ‘the standard methods of historical geography –
which search for discursive meaning in assorted texts – are not wholly sufficient –
and indeed run the risk of “deadening” the practices being examined’.20 We can
reasonably suggest that historical and cultural geographers have already responded to
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these challenges: by stressing for instance emotional and affective entanglements with
archival material, by developing creative strategies for enlivening or animating
otherwise conventional archives, or by simply paying attention to different kinds of
archives and enlarging what might count as an archive.21 But we may make space for
emotion and embodiment even with more ‘standard’ methods. We rely in this paper
on a relatively conventional resource, the surveys produced by the British MassObservation movement on petkeeping (specifically the problems of keeping dogs) in
Britain during the Second World War. For all its familiarity as a written archive,
however, the resulting surveys offer us a particularly engaging window on a history of
emotions that is transpecies and transpersonal in the terms we have sketched in above.

We do not want to skate over the need to approach Mass-Observation cautiously.
Pioneering social science that it was, M-O’s methods are notoriously problematic, for
some so much so as to render the results useless.22 As an illustration of its survey
methods and questions with regard to the keeping of pets during wartime, and also of
its myriad problems, consider the marvellous response of one sarcastic or otherwise
playful interviewee (in the M-O shorthand, a Neasden male, approximate age 40,
subjectively assessed as from social class B):

[M40B] Have you got a dog? – ‘Yes’ – breed? – ‘A mongrel of a million
mongrels’ – age? – ‘I haven’t the faintest idea’ – name? ‘Hey, you!’ – is the
dog healthy on wartime diet? – ‘It couldn’t be healthier – it’s absolutely robust,
in fact’ – affected by air raids? – ‘Not a bit. Its morale’s pretty good’ – is dog
more or less important to you? – ‘There’s nothing very important about my
dog’.23
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This is a bracing response for anyone who has ever had to carry out or rely on
interview research, one that cheerfully pulls apart the pretensions of the survey
framers and their team, and which in so doing raises the question whether we can
make anything at all of the M-O interviews, regarding the relationship between
animals and humans during the war, about what they meant to each other, and, most
importantly, about the whole question of animals and civilian morale.24 In their own
defence, however, the Mass-Observation team were keenly aware of the difficulties
they faced (even if they never had the resources satisfactorily to resolve them), and
we might still accept the ‘sheer informational value’ of these qualitative surveys,
particularly in the absence of alternatives for transpecies historical perspectives.25
Most importantly, the M-O team leaders maintained that they had, for all the
methodological difficulties of the dog questionnaires, generated valuable insights into
the practical and emotional aspects of petkeeping under fire, and what the country and
its leaders should learn from their observations. Since we agree with their
conclusions, it is worth quoting their commentary at some length:

Out of this predominantly utilitarian survey fascinating glimpses of the field of
relationships between dogs and humans, the idiosyncracies of dogs and their
owners occasionally appear. The dog that ‘just lives on carrots’. The one that
‘dont [sic] like ‘orse flesh. Ever so particular ‘e is. Eats fish’. … The Oxford
woman of 55 with a Shetland sheepdog of 16½ years which has learnt to live on
cheese during the war…. The seventy-year-old working class man with a 15year old Chow called Queenie who tells this story of three years ago:
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‘All her pelt was coming off one winter, and my wife said to me “You’ll
have to get that dog destroyed, you know. She’s past twelve; its [sic] no
good keeping her like that”. “Don’t worry yourself”, I said, “I’ll get her
right”. And I did too. Do you know how I did it? With train oil. I rubbed
her all over with it, every day and every day, and after a week she was a
bit better; and by spring she had lovely new coat like a puppy. You
wouldn’t have known her for the same dog. Anything with the coats, I’d
say train oil, can’t beat it’.

Sentimental dogdom, heroic dogdom, funny and satirical dogdom have been
written about and explored often enough, but little has ever been said about
ordinary people and their ordinary dogs. Pets are an integral part of life in this
country today; the human-animal relationship is one which has never been
effectively studied. We quote these odd incidental notes as a tailpiece and a
minute contribution to a vast unwritten literature.26

Pets and petkeeping under fire

The ‘vast unwritten literature’ that the Mass-Observers discerned at the end of the war
has, with the passage of time, become far less daunting, and there is now a large and
growing body of work directly focused on animal companionship and its history.27
The emotional investment in pets, no longer dismissed as mere sentimentality, is
accepted as a significant and distinctive phenomenon of modern society.28 With
regard to the Second World War, what is particularly valuable is the fact that the M-O

10
surveys offer privileged glimpses into the nature of emotional and affective
relationships with other species during this national crisis. Again, this is a matter of
emotional responses rather than practical necessities. Only a relatively small number
of these questionnaire respondents come across as straightforwardly matter-of-fact
when it came to pets and petkeeping in a time of war, objecting for instance to the
waste of food, and straightforwardly rationalising having animals euthanised, either
proleptically or because of the impact of the air raids when they came:

[F4OC] I’ve no patience with these people who pet and coddle their dogs feed
them on chicken and champagne and take them to bed with them… I think it’s
disgraceful the way some monied women feed their dogs – better than the
majority of the slum people. Some slum people would be glad to lead a dog’s
life.29

[M30C] I don’t think anyone ought to have a dog in Wartime. To begin with we
would have to give up valuable meat rations so that they may be fed & they
need far too much attention paid to them. When a country is in great danger it is
ridiculous to clutter up the place with pets. They should be looked after by the
government or destroyed. That’s the only sensible treatment.30

[M25E] I like to see dogs about the place – it makes me happier I think – but I
don’t think I would really take the responsibility of having one to look after – in
any case I think it’s a mistake to have a dog in London – & in War it’s a
mistake to have a dog at all.31
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Even the antipathy of a small number of self-confessed dog-haters, men and women
who lamented the ‘stupidity’ and ‘uselessness’ of animals, particularly in wartime
conditions, tells its own emotional tale:

[F30C] I mean, what is the sense in keeping a dog – they’re expensive enough
to buy an keep but on top of that you have to have a license. Seven and six a
year for the honor [sic] of keeping a dog. They’re not like a cat which keeps rats
and mice down and costs very little to keep and is cleaner and less nuisance. I’m
not adverse [sic] to keeping a cat. But dogs – ugh! Smelly brutes. And I think
it’s really worse keeping them during the war.32

[M50D] I hate dogs they’re always a nuisance. My wife’s got a dog she never
leaves alone – always doing something with it, – it hates me because it knows I
don’t like him – when I take it out for walks it sulks along the whole time – it’s
as fat as any dog I’ve ever seen and it’s lazier than any person – have to do
everything for it – it’s so spoilt if you give him his dinner unless you put it right
beside him he won’t get up to eat it – he slept through all the raids – at least
when we came back from the shelter he was in just the same position – I like
sporting dogs myself but this one isn’t sporting at all.33

In the terms of affect theory, we might say that nonhuman animals become ‘sticky
surfaces’ onto which relatively well-defined emotions like hate and disgust and
disdain become attached.34
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Such responses are far outweighed by those that played down the difficulties faced by
dog owners and the dogs themselves, and which played up the emotional value of
these pets to their companion humans, even when unpartisan civilians were
canvassed. Relationships with pet animals were preeminently emotional rather than
utilitarian, and the conditions on the British home front appear to have emphasised
these affective relations rather than otherwise. We should not, therefore, let the
emphasis on the difficulties of keeping pets in wartime Britain outweigh the repeated
testimonies to the emotional advantages of preserving the lives of animal companions
on the home front. The Mass-Observation team concluded that the problems faced by
pets and owners were consistently overplayed, and in complementary fashion, their
analysts simply did not believe that they had encountered any general anti-dog or antipet sentiment. They came to the conviction that ‘there is no really strong feeling that
dog-keeping is unpatriotic, among the majority’.35 What feeling there was ran indeed
in the other direction, as a note from 1941 recorded: ‘I[t] appears that men and
women of all classes most certainly do not want to lose their dogs, and that if they
were made to, would be very upset’.36 There are many examples of civilians’
arguments for the benefit of pets, even in, especially in, wartime conditions. One
young man whose mongrel dog had died some six months previously placed this
domestic relationship within the broader context of the mood of the nation. When
asked ‘How do you feel about people keeping dogs nowadays?’, he replied ‘I take my
hat off to ‘em’:

[M20C] Well, I know dogs are unpopular nowadays. I know, when I had mine
some people were down-right rude to me. And it’s grown worse lately. It’s
foolish really. Probably dogs do more to uphold morale, among their owners
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than anything else. And dogs are doing their bit in the war too. Dog messengers
at the front always have done a lot of good in wartime. Surely they’ve earned
the privilege of being allowed to live for all their kind – even if it has to include
the duchess’ spoilt peke feeding on tongue, chicken, cream and orange juice.37

In views like these dogs are seen as having a profoundly positive effect on the humans
with whom they live, and there appears to be a concern that the government and the
authorities should not ignore the positive aspects of petkeeping. When subsequently
asked if he thought the government approved of dog-keeping or not, this interviewee
retorted: ‘It certainly does not – but then like all things they haven’t given it much
thought and won’t give it any thought till they’ve killed every dog in the country and
wonder what’s gone wrong’.38 If this respondent is at all representative – and the view
of the Mass-Observation team was that he was firmly in line with popular sentiment –
pets were not seen by the majority as mere objects, unfortunate obstacles in a time of
need, or for their own good better off dead: instead, pets were seen as part of the
everyday life that the country was trying to preserve at all costs, even whilst under
fire.

The willingness to share the dangers of the WWII home front is notable. Although
lack of access to food was clearly an important larger argument against keeping pets,
along with the specific inability to exercise dogs, the greatest anxiety that dog owners
expressed to the M-O researchers concerned the air raids, particularly those of the
bombing offensive between September 1940 and May 1941 that came to be named
the Blitz.39 Aerial bombing was and is a very deliberate act of war waged on civilian
populations, targeting ‘ordinary’ life and environments: a species of ‘affective’
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warfare, designed to unsettle, to induce ‘panic’, and to sap civilian morale.40 All such
‘terror warfare’ is an act of sensory and emotional violence against bodies, persons
and places, as recent accounts of the ‘soundscapes’ of aerial warfare during the
Second World War have made clear.41 But we should recognise that these affects of
war were not exclusive to human beings, and that they were capable of being
transmitted between animals and people, in a version of the process that Michael
Guida has helpfully termed ‘cross-species contagion’.42 But whereas Guida considers
the emotional resonance of birdsong for British civilians threatened by the German
bombs, here we might turn to less comforting affects. Describing the first day of the
Blitz, for instance, a London child by the name of Bill wrote:

We’ve been seeing a lot of enemy planes lately, but this time we somehow
sensed it was different. In spite of all the noise, there was a feeling of stillness,
and believe it or not, a dog howled. Dad said this was a bad sign. Sure enough
when the bombers appeared, there were too many to count. … Although we’ve
had a lot of raids it was the first time I really felt the war in my guts. How dare
they fly over my country as though they owned it.43

Here it was the lone howl of a dog that provoked the apprehension which preceded
the visceral anger. This was worse when the collective terror of urban animals was
added to the Blitz’s terrifying soundscapes. Joan Varley, a bank clerk who
subsequently went on to join the Women’s Royal Air Force, provided an account of
the first night of the London Blitz, recalling that there was a moment of silence after
three bombs fell near her home in Streatham, ‘and then there was a most unearthly
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wail, which added greatly to the terror of the moment. It was every dog and cat in the
houses howling in terror – but they never did it again in any other bombing’.44

It is important to underline the shared vulnerability of human and nonhuman animals
to such affect. Since all living bodies are vulnerable to the deadly suite of
physiological and psychological intensities involved in aerial bombing, the
‘emotional’ ability of both human beings and nonhuman animals to navigate their
environments was put to the test during the Blitz.45 But there is also an amplifying
effect that crosses the species barrier: terror induced in nonhuman animals could be
directly transmitted to people – here, in the form of uncertainty and eeriness. So both
humans and animals shared in the terror of the Blitz, in ways that reinforced its
affects. Bombing’s effects on human animals might be supplemented at some point or
at some remove by additional layers of cognitive and cultural meaning, particularly in
historical accounts (the words of Bill were written for instance a week after the events
he describes), but the immediate emotional affect blurred the boundaries between the
human and the nonhuman, imposing ‘creaturely life’ in all its misery (as Picasso’s
masterpiece Guernica famously depicts).46 Indiscriminate aerial bombardment is an
affective form of warfare that impacts upon all animals in the same direct ways, a
process of ‘place annihilating’ and world-unmaking that reduces people to ‘the shame
of animal creatureliness’.47

Even under these terrible conditions, however, many British civilians strove to
preserve the emotional bonds that animal companionship provides. Rather than give
up their dogs, out of concern for more deserving people or on behalf of the suffering
animals themselves, most British pet owners bucked the preliminary advice offered
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during the phoney war to have them put to sleep.48 Thus, many M-O interviewees,
even at the height of the Blitz, seem to have made light of the difficulties and dangers
they and their pets faced. M-O’s survey statistics told them that in London sixty-three
percent of respondents said that they were experiencing no difficulties in keeping a
dog; half the women they surveyed thought that the dog was more important than
before, whilst none suggested that the animal was less important.49 But to this bald
summary we can add numerous qualitative examples that flesh out the picture with
civilians’ seemingly phlegmatic attitude towards the bombings, combined with a
fulsome appreciation of emotional attachment to their animals. Some interviewees
acknowledged the problems they and their animals faced, and the anxieties they felt
on behalf of their animals, but with a determination to keep their pets as long as they
could, killing being very much the last resort. One man interviewed by MassObservation in Euston, having stated that his dog suffered from the air raids,
explained his stance thus: ‘Yes he whines a bit but we all have to put up with
something’.50 Even in such characteristically understated responses the strength of the
human-animal bond is everywhere apparent, something that is also emphasised by the
common use of the conditional mood: ‘Yes he minds [the raids] a hell of a lot he
mopes for days after, he was terrible during last September. I thought I’d have to have
him destroyed, because you can’t find homes for dogs these days’.51 Another
respondent sketched out a similar dilemma: ‘I think I’d have a dog put to sleep unless
I knew he was going to a very good home where he’d be happy’.52

In contrast to these more anxious interviewees, concerned above all for their animals’
welfare but determined to resist putting them to sleep unless they absolutely had to,
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others dismissed the difficulties their dogs faced, in language that recalls the ironic or
sarcastic responses quoted above, or perhaps a more straightforward sentimentality:

[M40E] – Do you find your dog has been affected by the War? – No, I don’t
think he takes much notice of it, he can’t read the papers so he can’t know much
can he?53

[F30B] This one’s no bother at all though – he eats anything and he doesn’t
worry a bit about the raids. But he’s intelligent enough. … What’s your name?
(Dog inscribes TIM rather uncertainly in dust). There you are he learnt it in no
time. My hubby wanted to teach him but I refused – it’s not natural for a dog to
do all those tricks. It must make the dog feel an utter fool in front of other dogs.
I’m perfectly serious.54

These owners are of course speaking for their animals, ventriloquising a resilience or
nonchalance that perhaps says more about their emotional states than the animals’
themselves. But these dogs (and we have borrowed them for our title) serve an
important function here all the same, reminding us that dogs are individuals not
automata, and that the affects of bombing should not simply be generalised for
nonhuman animals, just as it should not for all human beings. There is no easy
dividing line between animal ‘affect’ and human ‘emotion’, for instance, and no
reason why we should not present these dogs as emotionally embodied individuals in
the manner that we perceive individual humans. Some animals seem in fact to have
been less affected by the terror of the bombing than their owners, such as the family
dog who was lying on his chair in the scullery when a bomb fell a hundred yards
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away: though the blast had carpeted the house with dust, bricks and glass, to the shock
of his human family, ‘Dodger just shook himself and wagged his tail’.55 Not everyone
in a community or neighbourhood responds to stress in the same ways, argues
Samantha Frost in her conceptualisation of human beings as ‘biocultural creatures’,
and the same is surely true for the nonhuman members of the community or
neighbourhood. 56

At least some of these ‘dogs that didn’t bark in the Blitz’ appear to have been
remarkably calm individuals. And if the ‘Blitz spirit’ can be presented as ‘the dogged
determination … to keep firmly within the grooves of their normal lives’, we might
take this wholly unintended pun as a cue to animate the seemingly human-centred
‘People’s War’.57 Furthermore, though these animals were never destined to be
presented as individual or collective representatives of the idealised ‘Blitz spirit’, the
desire of the British state to preserve morale did in fact come to include a
consideration of the feelings of civilians about their pets, if not the feelings of those
animals directly. As the final section of this paper shows, the transpecies emotional
bonds that are central to petkeeping became, through the affective ‘object-target’ of
morale, a distinct concern of the wartime state.58

Animals and the wartime state

We have argued that human beings were emotionally involved with their animal
companions’ reactions to the wartime bombardment, in ways that reinforce our
awareness that petkeeping is always a two-way relationship. More specifically, we
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have focused on the concatenation and reverberation of affect and emotion. The
relationship between people and their animals implies a process of ‘affective transfer’
between species. We see this amply confirmed by the many homilies to the role of
animals in maintaining morale. One middle-aged woman explained to the MassObservation interviewers, for instance, that she had obtained her own small dog after
the start of the war, precisely to create domestic companionship for herself: ‘I’ve been
all alone in the house since my husband went and the children were evacuated – and
that dog’s been wonderful company’.59 The strength of the cross-species
companionship created is also evident in the account of a middle-aged, working-class
man who confidently attested to his mongrel’s behaviour: ‘If I ever go out and leave
him, he always sits by my chair never stirs or anything, won’t eat or even take a drink
not until I come in, then he’s as lively as anything … they’re good companions, better
than human beings I think!’60 The slight touch or taint of misanthropy aside, these
accounts suggest the vital importance of everyday affective practices to individuals
and their families during wartime bombardment. As another interviewee explained to
Mass-Observation in 1941, ‘Most of the people around still have their dogs. If you
treat them well and bring them up properly they appreciate it and they will never
leave you’.61

In such accounts, companion animals are presented as playing a small but significant
role in wartime life, and the recognition of these emotional attachments is one
important way in which the more-than-human nature of affect and emotion can be
narrated. If trauma can be said to rupture the continuity of being, human beings and
their animal companions have recourse to affective practices that constitute what
Valerie Walkerdine somewhat inelegantly calls ‘communal beingness’.62 It should not
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be too much of a stretch to portray this community under stress as both inclusive of
and co-constituted by people’s pets. Animals, in this perspective, played their part in
the civilian response to the affective warfare that the Blitz and the subsequent
bombardments represented. This was certainly the view that the directors of the MassObservation survey directed to the government. They prefaced their 1941 report by
reflecting on the value of the companion dog to the war effort in London and
elsewhere:

Dogs, especially mongrels, therefore play a prominent part in British life. And
many dog-owners are almost as deeply attached to the dog as to a member of
the family. Among those living alone with only a dog, this feeling is more
strongly accentuated still.

The dog can therefore be a considerable minor influence on general feeling, and
morale – minor in the same sense as, say, astrology. The impact of the war on
your dog is likely to have a considerable effect if you are a devoted dog-owner.
The effect of air-raids or food shortages on your dog may worry you just as
much as the effect of these things on yourself, especially as the dog cannot
exactly tell you about it and it is easy to turn your own anxieties and fantasies
over on to the dog! Moreover, those wartime pressures forcing people to give up
dogs may have a considerable depressive morale effect in leaving them dogless
and that much more lonely.63

The report’s authors were more characteristically modest in their conclusions (‘minor
influence’ echoes the ‘minute contribution’ we have noticed earlier), and this modesty
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is only exacerbated by the cultural coding or social construction of emotion that is
evident here: for the Mass-Observers concluded that it was working people, and (most
prominently) women, who were more likely to be the ones speaking up for their pets
and the necessity of keeping them, against the utilitarian and practical arguments for
the euthanising of animals. For the Mass-Observation team, their work was presented
as important because it provided the evidence that ‘morale’ should be strengthened by
stressing these emotional bonds extending from humans to other animals: ‘It would
seem that the great point to stress in dog propaganda is the emotional, companionship,
blitztime moral support angle’; but in forwarding ‘emotion’, they understood that this
was to tap into what they saw as ‘feminine’ arguments in particular:

This increased pro-dogism is largely ‘emotional’, mainly based on the feeling of
the dog as companion or member of the family – predominantly female feeling.
This companionship bond is less among men, who tend to value the dog as an
animal (instead of an equal) and as a pal (instead of a relative) … in times of
crisis the women’s bond with the dog tends to become stronger, while the
typical man’s bond is not so likely to be much strengthened.

Men, especially better-off men, stress the importance of the dog as an animal,
pet, ornament, a piece of property or prestige, or appearance. Women of all
classes stress the value of the dog as a companion or as a member of the family,
putting this easily above all other consideration, tough men only put it a bad
second. Similarly, men stress the usefulness of a dog, – a point which women
make only half as often; and poorer people mention usefulness quite frequently
whereas better-off people hardly mention it at all.
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Thus it is reasonable to suggest the female point of view is the one to be
encouraged in favour of keeping to your dog through thick and thin, whereas
men and better-off people, who adopt a more detached attitude in some respects,
are likely to be more ready to sacrifice the dog at a certain stage in food
shortage or depressed economy.64

Emotion, rightly or wrongly, is seen here as a more female or ‘feminine’ concern;
wartime emotional responses to animals did not bely the tendency to socially
construct emotion as the preserve of particular groups or types of people. But though
this contributed to the carefully enunciated modesty with which the Mass-Observation
team presented their survey findings, from our interest in the mobilisation of emotion
collectively we may consider that emotion and morale, whatever their genealogy and
social construction, came to figure as a proper and legitimate concern for the wartime
government. We thus accord these surveys and their findings an importance that
Mass-Observation may have shied away from in the middle of the war: the role of
animal-human emotions in the transpersonal emotional state captured, however
imperfectly, by the term morale. This was a vital question, large enough to hove
across the bows of the ship of state, and to be considered by a government and civil
service concerned with all walks of life: the mobilisation of the concept of the
‘People’s War’, along with the variations such as the ‘Dunkirk spirit’ and ‘Blitz
spirit’, revolves around this question of civilian ‘morale’.65 To speak of morale takes
us to the importance that government policy attributed to these affective or emotional
connections between people and their pets – and in this way the emotions of animals
and the emotions directed towards animals become more properly ‘historical’. In the
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Foucauldian parlance, we might say that petkeeping and its emotional affordances
became a recognised part of the wartime state’s ‘biopolitical’ rationale and its
‘governmentality’.66

What then can we say of the role of animals for morale in this reading of emotion as
an affective ‘object-target’ for government policy?67 Despite the emphasis in some of
the popular literature, the British government did not argue that all pets should be
killed, and indeed British vets, animal charities, even NARPAC (the National Air
Raid Precautions Animal Committee), all came to argue against any suggestion of this
kind. We might still say that the state was slow in recognising that companion animals
played a key role within families, particularly during the phoney war. Things changed
markedly after 1939 and the advent of the war itself, however. Although the state was
always wary of intervening too closely into family lives, including the sphere of
animal-human relationships, reaction to the unnecessary killing of pets was quickly
reported as having an adverse effect on wartime morale, with the killing of pets
described as at best unwise – and at worst counterproductive. As the much redrafted
(and government-vetted) script of Christopher Stone’s BBC radio broadcast of
October 1939 acknowledged, companion animals helped maintain the morale of the
country: ‘To destroy a faithful friend when there is no need to do so, is yet another
way of letting war creep into your home’.68 The theme of many contemporary
accounts was rather the overreaction by pet owners in the preventive killing of their
animals. One animal magazine noted that ‘A number of people who have regretted
their hasty decision, have since acquired new pets’.69 Another reported on the
numbers of people ‘who were sorry they had been so easily influenced to kill their
faithful friends’.70 What was particularly noticeable here was the felt need to
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strengthen and even reestablish family units, ‘families’ in this sense embracing animal
and human members: ‘In many districts owners showed great concern for missing
pets and on several occasions appeals were made to our van driver to keep a look out
for certain favourite cats and on no account to destroy them before the owners could
collect them and take them to the new home’.71 Historian Philip Zeigler concluded
that ‘By the Spring of 1940 many owners were regretting the holocaust of pets that
occurred at the outbreak of war’.72

In retrospect, the state’s understanding of the nature of animal-human families had
come to take into account the growing significance of animals in the emotional
economy of wartime Britain, and their contribution to the individual and collective
affective atmosphere for which morale was the shorthand. We might then consider as
part of an analysis of wartime emotions the role animals played, and also the role they
were politically represented as playing, for a civilian morale that was never
exclusively ‘human’ in scope. It is precisely the importance of transpecies
relationships to civilian morale that seems to be what the British government
recognised as it rejected the idea that ‘useless’ pets should be eliminated. So, for
instance, attempts to reduce the number of dogs by controlling breeding, raising the
cost of dog licenses, or other expedients were increasingly labeled as impractical,
given the strength of public feeling: ‘Public opinion would be extremely sensitive
about any drastic step to reduce the number of dogs’, civil servants advised in early
1942.73 Every suggestion for eliminating or reducing the numbers of dogs, and the
burden they presented to the wartime state, was countered, with emotion and
sentiment counting for more than instrumental reason. As one of the ministers
concerned conceded, ‘The steps we take cannot always be logical. ... We have to take
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into account psychological factors’. Concurring with the sentiments of the MassObservation survey of a year before, this official answered his own question –
whether such draconian actions against pets would help the war effort – with a curt ‘I
think not’.74 Animals – and people’s emotional attachments to them – also became
part of the concerns of ‘government’ when questions of evacuation and air raid
precautions were concerned. Although the Home Office was refusing to consider
evacuation facilities for animals or allowing pets into air raid shelters, the newlyestablished NARPAC warned against the needless killing of animal companions:

Those who are staying at home should not have their animals destroyed.
Animals are in no greater danger than human beings, and the NARPAC plans
… will ensure that if your animal is hurt it will be quickly treated or put out of
its pain if it is too badly hurt to be cured.75

The work of NARPAC could hardly be a clearer sign that the British government, at
war and in an existential crisis, was moved to recognise the emotional attachments
that existed between pets and people. Although Parliament had discussed for decades
the treatment of various types of animals it had never before taken stock of the
emotional role that companion animals played in the broad affairs of the nation. The
war had disrupted this state of affairs, bringing animals and the emotions that were
invested in them to the centre of government concerns.

We can argue then that the wartime state quickly and decisively came to recognise
these ‘psychological’ (we might now say ‘emotional’ or even ‘affective’) realities:
British pet owners would typically rather struggle on and perhaps suffer with their
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companion animals, rather than have them summarily killed. All this suggests that
both animal owners and the state had reflected critically on the unfortunate events of
1939, the so-called ‘holocaust of pets’, and came instead to endorse the emotional
attachments that linked people to their animals. The animals who had shared food and
shelter under adversity with humans for years seemed more closely entwined with
human existence than ever. People knew that: so did those who implemented the
government’s decisions.

Conclusions

This paper has underlined the importance of pets and petkeeping for British society
during the Second World War. The practical difficulties of keeping pets during
wartime, as well as the political opposition to petkeeping, have been well
documented, and rehearsed in the popular narrative of a massacre or holocaust of pets
during the period of phoney war. The lives of companion animals appear particularly
conditional when ranged alongside the needs of human beings in the ‘People’s War’.
However, although the exigencies of war made the presence of companion animals on
the home front both difficult in practice and difficult to defend, their emotional value
was obvious not only to most pet owners but also to the British authorities. Although
the position of the British government can be portrayed as dismissive or indifferent to
the sentiments of pet owners, its understanding of the value of pets for civilians, and
indirectly for the war effort, was well developed. The phoney war was marked by an
outbreak of precautionary killing, but most owners refused to euthanise their pets, and
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as early as the autumn of 1939 the state itself explicitly recognised the emotional
value of pets to civilian morale.

Whilst it made petkeeping a problem, then, war amplified the emotional bonds
between species. In an earlier paper on the First World War, Philip Howell noted that
pet dogs were largely unheralded victims of the British home front, ‘uniquely
vulnerable to the revocation of their privileged status as human companions’.76
However, with the much greater vulnerability of civilians during the Second World
War, not only was the emphasis on the emotional value of companion animals more
evident, but the state was also more proactive in recognising the value of that
emotion. Beyond the importance of war, we have seen elsewhere that the state ignores
the entanglement of human beings and their animal companions at its peril, even if its
priorities are anthropocentric. During Hurricane Katrina, for instance, coast guard
rescuers reportedly stated to New Orleans residents that they were ‘not in the dog
business’, but the subsequent outcry let to the 2006 Pets Evacuation and
Transportation Standards Act, not least because of the benefits to human health and
public security.77 The lesson is that emotional attachments to animals should become
part of the calculus of government not despite but because of such times of crisis. In a
more general sense, emotions can be recognised as shared, transpersonal and
collective – and thus accessible to historians and geographers, as we hope our
discussion of civilian morale has made clear. As a contribution not just to emotions
history but also to emotional geographies, we hope to have demonstrated that even
conventional historical geography can attend profitably to embodied emotions.
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But we have also been concerned to argue that such histories and geographies of
emotion are transpecies as well as transpersonal. We may struggle to access and
articulate the emotions of other animals, whether at the species level or that of the
individual animal, but by focussing on the transmission of emotion between humans
and nonhumans it is possible to say something about the role of animals’ emotional
states, even at an historical remove. It is important that we do not restrict emotion to
human beings, offering all other animals only modest allowances of ‘affect’. Instead,
we have reframed emotion as a shared bodily capacity communicable across species
boundaries. This was never a one-way relationship: affect and emotion travelled
between animals and human beings. To develop an acoustic metaphor, we can think
of the reverberations of affect and emotion between particular humans and particular
animals. People and their animal companions ‘trans/act social spaces of emotion’, to
adapt Peta Tait’s words, and this was no less true when that relationship was tested by
war.78 Even under the terrible conditions of the Blitz, dogs and other animals suffered
alongside their owners, with anxiety and terror transmitted between pets and people,
but also providing each other with emotional support at a time of the greatest stress,
as both Mass-Observation and the wartime state acknowledged. In these conditions
wartime pet owners tended to play down the difficulties they faced, putting emphasis
on the value of maintaining their bonds with companion animals on the home front.

To put this in more modish language we can pursue a more-than-human historical
geography of emotions, focussing not only on the transpersonal but also transpecies
articulations of collective affect. Approaching emotion in this way provides
opportunities for historical animal geographers ‘to explore the interconnected
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imaginative and material dimensions of emotions and to investigate how emotions
bind humans and nonhumans together’.79
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