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Abstract 

This thesis examines how different types of human-dog relationship are constructed and 

how they interplay dynamically in Yulin, where the widely criticised dog-meat festival 

is held each year. Through an 11-month period of multispecies ethnographic fieldwork, I 

found that dogs were used for guarding, hunting, fighting, companionship, and food. 

The first three types of relationship are part of traditional rural life, while the practice of 

keeping companion dogs as pets is a Western-oriented urban practice, developed 

through cultural globalisation. The rural relationships are in decline, while the latter two 

are expanding with urbanisation. Dog-meat eating, originally an occasional rural 

practice, has transformed into an urban business form, with an economic chain. 

Broader social processes are fused into the ways that people from different social 

backgrounds ‘do gender’; these include the various types of relationship people 

construct with dogs. Dogs with good working performance are constructed with rural 

masculinities identified by rural men, while dogs kept as pets are perceived as cute, 

constructing femininities for urban young women. Meanwhile, human-dog power 

dynamics vary with gender, as rural men’s affection for working dogs serves their 

dominance over dogs, while urban women’s affection results in an ethics of care for 

dogs, counterbalancing people’s dominating power. Under this compensated power 

relationship, many women refrain from eating dog meat. However, their voices are 

marginalised by local men’s strong defence of dog meat, which is believed to strengthen 

men’s health. Amidst controversy about the festival, a discourse that categorises dogs 

into ‘pet dogs’ and ‘tugou’ has become widespread in Yulin. ‘Tugou’ is the indigenous 

type of dog used traditionally for guarding, hunting, fighting, and as food. They are 

generally much less valued than pet dogs. These different social constructions of dogs 

result in  ‘dog racism’ in Yulin.
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Chapter One: Introduction 

The dog is one of the most popular pet choices for many families in Western societies 

(Worldometers, 2019; Statista, 2020). Meanwhile, many more dogs live free-ranging 

lives in Africa, Asia, and Latin America; these dogs live very different, more ‘complex 

lives’ than those of their ‘pet peers’ (Stafford, 2006: xi). They are relatively less 

reported and written about in mass media, so people are less informed about the way 

they live. And some dogs in places such as South Korea live confined lives in dog farms 

before being killed for meat (Tosa, 2009; Dugnoille, 2014; 2019). A range of different 

relationships can, therefore, develop between people and dogs. This thesis explains how 

various human-dog relationships coexist in Yulin, China and how the infamous Yulin 

Lychee and Dog Meat Festival (the YLDMF) fits in with these relationships. The 

following sections introduce the project orientation, research questions, key terms and 

explanations, and organisation of the following chapters. 

Research Orientation 

In 2011, my father bought an indigenous puppy (tugou) named Benben to keep as a pet 

(Picture 1.1). It was the first time I kept a dog. I fell in love with him immediately and 

brought him with me wherever I went, before leaving for the UK to study sociology. In 

early 2012, I heard from my father that Benben had died of canine distemper. My 

parents had not told me that Benben was seriously ill because they did not want me to 

feel sad. I cried for a day and mourned him for weeks. It was the first time I experienced 

how significant a human-dog relationship could be. At that time, pet-dog keeping was 

not yet popular in my hometown, a middle-sized city in China. No one in my family 

knew that Benben should have been vaccinated against canine distemper. My father had 

liked dogs since his rural childhood. He told me that he used to have a loyal guard dog, 
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which was killed during the Cultural Revolution1 because private ownership of animals 

was seen as an activity of the bourgeoisie. 

Soon after Benben died, my father bought Diandian (Picture 1.2), a much more 

expensive Pomeranian puppy. He said that he wanted a prettier pet dog. This time 

Diandian was properly vaccinated. He soon became popular in my community and 

many people tried to attract Diandian’s attention when we walked him. During the 

following years, I noticed more and more dogs kept as pets in my home city. More pet 

shops and veterinary practices opened. I joked that my father was a trend setter. My 

personal relationship with Benben and Diandian, the relationship between the dogs and 

my parents, and the nascent trend for keeping dogs as pets in my hometown, kindled my 

interest in exploring why pet-dog keeping has become so popular in contemporary 

China and the social significance of relationships with dogs. 

 

Picture 1.1: Benben as a Puppy 

 

1 The Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) was a movement consisting of different ways of fighting the 
supposed ‘right-wing capitalist-roaders’. 
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Picture 1.2: Diandian 

Dog meat is rarely eaten in my hometown. I had it very occasionally at larger family 

gatherings. I remember one family Chinese New Year party when dog meat was served. 

I looked at Diandian and found that I could not eat any of it. Later, I persuaded my 

parents to stop eating dog meat. It took me longer to persuade my father than my mother 

because he believed that dog meat was ‘just edible’. This was the first time I thought 

about the apparent incompatibility of eating dog meat while loving dogs as pets. 

I learned about the Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival (the YLDMF) from social 

media and online news reports. This annual festival is held in Yulin, a middle-sized city 

in the south of China. Many activists, netizens2, and celebrities have criticised it, 

arguing that people should not eat their best friends. I remember that the most prominent 

controversies reported online involved women who loved dogs paying large amounts of 

money to buy dogs that would otherwise be killed. I became interested in why people in 

Yulin held this festival, whether dogs were kept as pets in Yulin, how pet-dog owners 

responded to the festival, and why the dog saviours were always women.  

 

2 ‘Netizen’ is a portmanteau word made of ‘net’ and ‘citizen’, meaning ‘a net citizen’ (Hauben and 
Hauben, 1997, p.3). Many researchers have discussed netizen’s political participation and their impact 
on social life and politics in various countries, recognising the important political role played by netizens 
in recent years (e.g. Perbawani, Rahayu and Anshari, 2018; Huang and Wang, 2021).  
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My enthusiasm for the study of human-dog relationships in Yulin grew as I discussed 

the topic with my fellow students and British friends. When people heard about my 

topic, they generally asked cautiously: ‘I’ve heard that the Chinese eat dogs. Is it true?’ I 

told them it was true in some parts of China. I am motivated to understand why dogs are 

eaten and whether this practice is changing in the current social landscape. At the same 

time, I have mixed feelings about this question because I have encountered it so many 

times. Human-animal relationships matter to human society in many ways, including 

choosing what food to eat, which is an important part of everyone’s daily life and 

identities (Ciliotta-Rubery, 2016). For cultures that have dogs as common companion 

animals, it can be hard to accept that other people eat dog meat. Meanwhile, associating 

Chinese culture with dog-meat eating is an apparent thing to do for those who have 

heard that ‘Chinese people eat dogs’. This can lead to cultural barriers, stereotypes, and 

stigmas that matter both collectively and individually for people living in an 

increasingly globalised world. 

Sørenson (2019) calls condemning dog-meat eating in China while consuming other 

animals ‘cultural imperialism’, arguing that ‘non-vegan objections to consuming dogs 

illustrate the contradictory thinking involved in speciesism, where we create a hierarchy 

of animals, elevating some as more deserving of consideration’ (255). I would agree and 

disagree at the same time because the deconstruction of speciesism does renounce the 

consumption of any animals (Singer, 1976), but I also acknowledge that within the 

established construction of the meaning system for a certain culture, renouncing some 

practices with negative meanings attached to them is also important. The practice of 

eating dog meat should be evaluated in its own cultural context. Eating certain animals 

and not others in a particular culture is supported and accommodated by certain types of 

human relationships with these animals when they are alive. Thus, an examination of all 

types of human-dog relationships in the social context of Yulin is necessary to 

understand and evaluate dog-meat eating practices there. 

Understanding human-dog relations in their social context in China and promoting 

communication in an age of globalisation are the key aims of this thesis. Various 

researchers have studied human-animal relations in Western societies, especially in the 
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context of modernisation and urbanisation (e.g., Thomas, 1983; Franklin, 1999; Greene, 

2008); in non-Western societies as an alternative ontology (e.g., Nadasdy, 2007; Ingold, 

2012); and in societies struggling to assimilate or identify with the West or under 

Western influence (e.g., Hansen, 2015; Velden, 2017; Skabelund, 2011; Jervis et al., 

2018; Pręgowski and Włodarczyk, 2016). In this research, different types of human-dog 

relationships are widely examined (e.g., Power, 2008; Lord, Coppinger, and Coppinger, 

2014; Ruiz-Izaguirre, Hebinck, and Eilers, 2018; Kohn, 2007). This thesis contributes to 

a sociological understanding of human-dog relationships in the context of China’s 

modernisation and globalisation, exploring the coexistence of social constructions of 

dogs as food and/or companions.  

Many existing studies of human-dog relationships have examined interspecies kinship in 

a Western context (e.g., Charles, 2014; Fox, 2006; Albert and Bulcroft, 1988; Redmalm, 

2015; Power, 2008), exploring mainly the positive side of the relationship. Some 

researchers, however, have warned that cruelty can be hidden within pet relationships 

(Tuan, 1984; Beverland, Farrelly, and Lim, 2008), alongside the unavoidable human 

domination (Cudworth, 2011). This thesis investigates the power dynamics between 

people and dogs in different situations and how the power relationship is gendered. As 

various researchers have noted, gender plays an ineluctable role in people’s relationships 

with dogs (Markovits and Crosby, 2014; Cheang, 2006; Włodarczyk, 2018; Ramirez, 

2006). From my own experience, I found my father less willing to change his attitude 

towards dog meat. I also found that most of the ‘Dog Lovers’ reported by mass media 

who are against Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival are women. These experiences 

prompted me to examine whether there are gendered patterns in human-dog 

relationships in Yulin. Thus, this thesis looks at how human-dog relationships are 

gendered within different social constructions, and the impact of gender on human-dog 

relationships. Inspired by both my own experiences and existing studies, I have 

developed the following research questions to guide my fieldwork and research. 

Research Questions 



15 
 

1. What types of human-dog relationship coexist in Yulin? What power relations 

characterise them? 

2. Are human-dog relationships gendered in Yulin? 

3. How have cultural and socio-economic changes influenced human-dog relationships 

in Yulin? 

4. How does the YLDMF controversy affect human-dog relationships in Yulin? 

By exploring these research questions, I aim to address the problem of how dog-meat 

eating fits in with other human-dog relationships in contemporary Yulin. This study will 

also investigate how human-dog relationships in Yulin are embedded in the broader 

social context and influenced by specific social contentions. This research is important 

sociologically because it enriches the field of Human-Animal Studies by analysing 

human-dog relationships in China. Although China has the largest human population in 

the world, few studies to date have investigated human-animal relationships in China. 

This thesis also contributes to an understanding of Chinese cultures, the modernisation 

process in a middle-sized city, and the role played by animals in these contexts. It also 

contributes to feminist and gender studies by investigating how dogs relate to human 

gender identities and how the feminist ethics of care relate to human-dog relationships. 

To look at animals through the gender lens contributes to an understanding of both types 

of social inequalities, between the genders, and between humans and animals. Last but 

not least, this study explores the contentions around the YLDMF, a hot social issue that 

has been politicised internationally. This analysis of human-dog relationships in Yulin 

and the contentions around the YLDMF can help animal-protection movements organise 

future initiatives about dogs in China. 

Terms 

Some terms used in this thesis require clarification. The main terminology-related 

problem is the fact that several essential terms, needed to construct an argument in this 

field, are open to criticism and misinterpretation. A clarification of these terms is 

therefore provided below (see Box 1.1). 
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Box 1.1: Terms with Explanations 

Animals Humans are animals. For convenience, this thesis uses ‘animals’ to refer 

to ‘non-human animals’ for convenience. I am aware that this usage can 

appear to suggest that humans are superior to other animals. It is 

therefore important to clarify that I do not endorse the superiority of 

humans. 

Animal-protection 

movement/ 

activists 

I am aware that there are various strands within the movement that 

advocates for better treatment of animals worldwide. These strands may 

be based on different ideologies (e.g., Woodhall and Trindade, 2017). 

However, such differences are not directly relevant to this research. 

Thus, I have used ‘animal-protection movements/activists’ to refer to all 

such movements or activists. 

Dog keeper/owner This thesis uses ‘keeper’ and sometimes ‘owner’ to refer to people who 

live with dogs or have ownership of dogs in a legal sense. I have chosen 

‘keeper’ because it is more neutral than ‘master’ or ‘owner’, the terms 

mainly used by my informants. For the sake of convenience, I have also 

used ‘people's dogs’, ‘their dogs’, and ‘someone’s dog’. Despite these 

usages, I do not agree that dogs belong to people. I believe that humans 

and dogs are beings involved in complicated social relationships. 

Human-dog 

relationship 

There are different ways to indicate such relationships, including 

human-dog relationships, dog-human relationships and relationships 

between humans and dogs. It is important to clarify that the use of 

‘human-dog relationship’ does not imply the priority of humans in this 

relationship. 

Pet In recent years, animals traditionally kept as pets have been understood 

as ‘companion animals’, indicating a relatively equal and close 

relationship and emphasising the similarities between animals and 

humans (Irvine, 2004: 61; Hansen, 2015: 13). However, this concept 

was still new to my informants in Yulin, who referred to such animals as 

‘pets’. As the words used to define dogs are good indicators of the 

human relationship with them, I have followed my informants in 
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referring to dogs kept as pets as ‘pet dogs’. This usage does not mean 

that I think that dogs cannot be ‘companion animals’. 

Thesis Structure 

The thesis is composed of nine chapters. This chapter provides a brief introduction to 

the orientation of my research questions. Chapter Two develops the research questions 

and an analytical conceptual framework through a review of relevant literature. Gender 

is the main perspective grounding the theoretical framework; I discuss the two main 

gender-identity types: masculinities and femininities, in a broader sense, and in the 

historical and cultural context of China. These gender identities are not static, but a 

dynamic performance of gender by people with different social, economic, and cultural 

backgrounds. Each type of human-dog relationship identified in this study is discussed 

through a gendered lens. The first section of Chapter Two examines literature on various 

human-dog relationship types in different societies and how such relationships are 

gendered. As both human-dog relationships and gender are both constructed in 

particular social contexts, the second section reviews studies on the transformation of 

the human-dog relationship during the process of modernisation in the West and the 

impact of globalisation on China in recent years. Then the third section turns to 

literature on gender and provides the main theoretical framework, a discussion of 

masculinities, femininities, and ‘doing gender’. To examine power relations between 

people and dogs, the fourth section constructs a ‘dominance, affection, and care’ model. 

This power model is further illuminated by a gendered perspective and feminist ethics of 

care. The theoretical framework combines the theme of gender with key concepts of 

modernisation and power, using them to understand human-dog relationships and their 

connection to important social structures and processes.  

Chapter Three details the methodology and methods used in this research. It focuses on 

multispecies ethnography, a revolutionary methodology for studying multispecies 

sociality, based on the premise that all forms of life are entangled, both biologically and 

socially. Guided by multispecies ethnography, I adopt participant observation as the 
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main data-collection method, accompanied by formal interviews with 27 pet-dog 

keepers. I also collect data from social-media content posted by participants, reflecting 

the fact that social media is an important part of contemporary life and social 

relationships. In addition, I use secondary data (e.g., news articles, official statistics, and 

historical records) to co-construct my findings, setting the human-dog relationships well 

in their broader social contexts. A qualitative thematic analysis is used to examine, 

compare, and evaluate the collected data. In this chapter, I also reflect on my own role, a 

woman ethnographer, from an ethical perspective, examining my power relationships 

with informants, my insider/outsider position, and how they influence the data collection 

process. 

Chapter Four sets the scene for a further analysis of human-dog relationships. It presents 

basic geographic and historical information about Yulin and its indigenous dogs; how 

China’s traditional theory of food and health provides a basis for better understanding 

dog-meat eating in Yulin; and how the modernisation process in Yulin and China has 

affected economic growth, urbanisation, industrialisation, and improving education 

levels. These important social settings help to explain human-dog relationships in Yulin 

in the following chapters. Section Three introduces the recent development of the pet 

industry in China and in Yulin by situating it in the cultural globalisation of Yulin, The 

final section reviews the evolving contentions around the YLDMF between 2012 and 

2019, underpinning a further analysis of the way in which human-dog relationships in 

Yulin are influenced by the festival. These analyses are important for Research Question 

Three, which relates to changing social dynamics in China and Yulin. 

Chapter Five, the first analysis chapter, examines one of the traditional human-dog 

relationships in Yulin: guard-dog keeping in rural areas. This basic relationship has a 

significant impact on the way in which people in Yulin relate to dogs in general. The 

chapter shows how people and dogs interact in this relationship and analyses major 

themes, including lack of care, dog scavenging, and human-dog aggression. As a general 

pattern, the relationship between people and guard dogs is one of ‘familiarity and 

distance’, with the power relationship characterised by human dominance. Traditional 

beliefs that dogs are dirty and dangerous create distance between humans and dogs, both 
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psychologically and physically. The last section introduces a much closer relationship 

existing in some rural families; dogs can play an important role in shaping or leading 

this relationship. 

Chapter Six discusses two types of human-dog relationship in rural Yulin: hunting with 

dogs and dogfighting. These two relationships share a common trait: they both involve 

rural men. Together with guard-dog keeping, these three types of relationships are 

shaped by a traditional knowledge system of dog physiognomy. ‘Dog masters’ working 

in dog markets are the authorities on such knowledge; up to the present day, generations 

of men have organised hunting and dogfighting according to this knowledge system. 

This chapter also discusses two aspects of rural masculinities in Yulin: ‘hunting 

masculinities’ and ‘fighting masculinities. These rural masculinities are performed 

through the relationships and identifications that rural men have with their hunting and 

fighting dogs. Along with dominance, these relationships are characterised by affection 

for dogs, on condition that the dogs perform well. This chapter also notes that, although 

the urbanisation process has caused a decline in these two relationships among the 

younger generation, they still play a significant role in maintaining the identities of men 

from rural backgrounds.  

Chapter Seven discusses the companionate relationship between people and their pet 

dogs in urban Yulin. It shows that the cuteness constructed in the pet-dog industry 

motivates young people, especially women, to own dogs as pets. Pet-dog keeping 

enables a new and closer relationship between people and dogs, with people mainly 

understanding dogs in human terms, which can evoke strong sentiments, but can also 

cause problems. Traditional beliefs about dogs create barriers for some people, 

especially members of the older generation, making it difficult for them to develop close 

relationships with dogs. Along with dominance and affection, ‘care’ has emerged as a 

main theme in this relationship, especially for women. A discourse of love spreads 

across pet-dog keeping communities in Yulin; this discourse, together with the practical 

relationship, relates to the way in which young men and women in urban Yulin enact 

their gender as modern city residents. Both cuteness and care are important aspects of 
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femininities for urban young women, while urban young men are increasingly willing to 

provide care to their pet dogs in response to cuteness. 

Chapter Eight discusses the practice of dog-meat eating, its traditions and modern forms, 

and how it is influenced by pet-dog keeping and the YLDMF. Although, traditionally, 

dog meat has been considered a food in Chinese culture, there are many taboos and 

negative superstitions associated with it in Yulin, where dog-meat eating was mainly a 

male practice in some villages. The practice has now been modernised into a dog-meat 

chain of economy in Yulin, achieving prosperity along with the YLDMF boom. A 

pattern of categorising dogs into two types, ‘pet dogs’ and ‘tugou’ (meat dogs), has 

become an almost racist solution to the ‘loving dogs’ versus ‘eating dogs’ contradiction 

in Yulin. This categorisation has been challenged by some pet-dog keepers, especially 

women, who argue that no dogs should be eaten. Their voices have been marginalised in 

political actions related to the YLDMF controversy by local men who support dog-meat 

eating and see it as part of their local and even national identity. 

Chapter Nine, the conclusion, summarises various responses to the research questions. It 

also discusses the main themes of this thesis: looking at human-dog relationships in the 

context of tensions produced by cultural globalisation; examining various power 

relations between humans and dogs and considering their association with gender. This 

thesis contributes to the field of Human-Animal Studies, as an effort to understand local 

human-animal relationships in a sophisticated glocalisation context. It provides a 

nuanced analysis of the way that relationships with animals relate to gender 

constructions and develops a more nuanced framework for understanding power 

relations.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In this thesis I look at relationships between people and dogs in Yulin through a gender 

lens. A model of ‘dominance-affection-care’ is adopted to analyse these relationships. In 

this chapter, I will carry out a review of the relevant literature as a basis for developing 

research questions. The first section is a review of the existing research on various types 

of human-dog relationship. The second section introduces pet-dog keeping, a particular 

type of human-dog relationship, which, through globalisation, rose and spread from the 

West to China during modernisation and urbanisation. In the third section, I review the 

literature on ‘doing gender’, including theories of masculinities and femininities, with 

the former usually associated with violence and the latter with care. The fourth section 

extends the discussion of care to the feminist ethics of care. It explains how these ethics 

contribute to the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model, explaining three possible layers of 

power relations between people and dogs. The fifth section draws out the research 

questions for the thesis developed through the literature review. 

Different Types of Human-Dog Relationship 

Different cultures have different perspectives on dogs and accommodate different 

human-dog relationships. This section of the literature review introduces five main types 

of human-dog relationship, which have been studied contemporarily: dogs as scavengers 

in villages, dogs as hunting partners, dogfighting, dogs as food, and dogs as 

companions. Other types of human-dog relationship such as dogs working in war and 

police dogs are not reviewed because they are not the focus of my research. I begin with 

a discussion of dogs as scavengers. 

1. Dogs as Scavengers 

The earliest fossils of dogs date back about 14,000 years, before any other animals 

entered into a domestic relationship with humans (Budiansky, 2002: 18). Later, about 

9,500 years ago, there was an explosion in the world’s dog population, coinciding with 

the establishment of permanent villages and farms (18). Budiansky cites Wayne’s 
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research, which shows that wolves and dogs likely underwent a genetic split as early as 

135,000 years ago. The proto-dogs were a subgroup of wolves that adapted to human 

society: scavenging campsites, following human hunters, and perhaps sharing the 

warmth of a fire (20). Although wolves are thought to have shared the same ecological 

niche, the proto-dogs were so close to humans that they became genetically isolated 

from wolves (23). Budiansky concludes that dogs chose to live among humans through 

their own volition. They were not ‘hirelings’, ‘slaves’, or even ‘invited guests’; ‘they 

were party crashers who just wouldn’t leave’ (24). Haraway contends that, since proto-

dogs began to follow human groups, they were shaped by humans, who deliberately 

controlled their reproduction (2003: 29). The interaction with dogs also caused human 

life to change in significant ways (29). ‘Flexibility and opportunism are the name of the 

game for both species, who shape each other throughout the still ongoing story of co-

evolution’ (29). She suspects that human genomes contain a considerable molecular 

record of the pathogens common to dogs, as a companion species; the immune systems 

of the two species have co-evolved so that humans and dogs can live together (31). 

Thus, the first type of human-dog relationship in this literature review involves dogs as 

scavengers in human villages. Their role is to clean up rubbish in human villages, as the 

proto-dogs did. Lord, Coppinger, and Coppinger (2014) have found that large numbers 

of groups of scavenging dogs have been widespread throughout the world, suggesting 

that this is a basic form of human-dog relationship (see also Ortolani, Vernooij, and 

Coppinger, 2009). The authors call them ‘village dogs’ (Lord, Coppinger, and 

Coppinger, 2014: 198). Because village dogs forage on garbage and eat human faeces in 

the village, they are important to the society’s ecological balance. However, they are 

also regarded as unclean animals. No one owns them and people often ignore them. 

Some regard them as vermin, ubiquitously present and a potential vector of disease 

(200). Budiansky (2002) has discussed Coppinger’s research in Zanzibar, where he 

found that many people were disgusted by the very idea of touching a village dog. They 

believed that dogs had diseases and parasitic organisms living in their mouths and nasal 

passageways (25). 
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In these studies of village dogs, the authors did not highlight the gender perspective in 

human-dog relationships. They did not explore how women might approach the village 

dogs differently from men. What these studies show is that human-dog relationships 

developed even when people did not think of dogs as useful. Village dogs were not 

domesticated for any purpose. People relate to them in a general way, as a tool for 

cleaning the village. However, this is not the whole picture. In some places, people 

relate to scavenging dogs in other ways. In their research on village dogs in coastal 

Mexico, Ruiz-Izaguirre, Hebinck, and Eilers found that, although dogs roamed freely in 

the village and scavenged, some caregivers were responsive to the dogs’ needs. Some of 

these dogs worked for households, protecting homes, children, and farm fields; they 

chased away animals, caught iguanas, and sometimes gathered backyard chickens for 

slaughter (2018: 10). Some people had strong affective bonds with a particular dog (14–

16). We can see that the human-dog relationship in coastal Mexico combines 

characteristics of scavengers, working dogs, and affectionate companions. Dogs as 

scavengers therefore intersect with other types of human-dog relationship, many of 

which are gendered. One of these involves hunting with dogs. 

2. Dogs as Hunting Partners 

In different cultural contexts, hunting is thought to express different human-animal 

relationships. According to Nadasdy, for the northern hunting peoples of America, 

hunting is a ‘long-term relationship of reciprocal exchange between animals and the 

humans who hunt them’, with animals providing themselves as gifts to the hunters 

(2007: 25). Kheel has criticised this relationship as an effort of men to make killing 

seem holy or spiritual by claiming that animals offer themselves to hunters as gifts 

(1995: 108–109). However, hunting is actually an important type of animal exploitation, 

which can be understood as closely related to manhood or masculinities (Luke, 2007: 

13; Kheel, 1995; Mangan and McKenzie, 2008; Bye, 2003). Kheel explains that, 

although men’s identity is established by denying their close connection to women and 

nature, men always want to return to oneness with women and nature (1995). In hunting, 

men choose to kill because it resolves two conflicting drives: ‘the pursuit of the animal 

expresses the hunter’s yearning to repossess his lost female and animal nature’; and ‘the 
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death of the animal ensures that this oneness with nature will not be attained’. In this 

way, men maintain their masculine selves (106). Luke cites Ted Nugent, who argues 

that hunting follows the pattern of ‘anticipation, desire, pursuit, excitement, penetration, 

climax, and satiation’, which is the pattern of men’s predatory sexuality (2007: 89). ‘The 

weapon becomes an extension of the hunter’s body and the means by which he 

penetrates animal bodies’ (90). In hunting with dogs, the dog becomes an extension of 

the hunter’s body, which penetrates animal bodies. ‘The abilities of the hounds are 

linked to the humans who bred and trained them’ (Hurn, 2012: 181). Hunting shows a 

‘desire to possess’ in Harrison O’Conner’s words; it resembles heterosexual 

phallocentric sexuality, in the sense that both extend a dominant power relationship and 

objectify an animal/woman (Luke, 2007: 83). Thus, hunting is predominantly a 

masculine activity (see also Herman, 2014; Kheel, 1995). 

Dogs are good companions for hunters in many societies, assisting in the performance of 

masculinities. Historians in the West have written about the UK upper classes regulating 

hunting and using dogs for hunting (Griffin, 2008). Anthropologists have written about 

hunting with dogs in the eastern hemisphere, including New Guinea (Bulmer, 1968, 

cited in Koster, 2009: 575) and Indonesia (Ellen, 1999, cited in Koster, 2009: 575). In 

addition to gender, some scholars make the argument that hunting is also socially and 

racially segregated and dogs can become marks for the classifications. In the UK and the 

US, hunting was socially segregated. For instance, ‘sports hunting’ was an activity for 

higher class men, while lower-class men would ‘hunt for subsistence’ (Włodarczyk, 

2018: 58; Griffin, 2008). Wallen suggests that the practice of creating specific ‘dog 

breeds’ was based in the UK starting from men with higher class hunting with dogs and 

seeking to breed a type of dog with better hunting performance (2019). Włodarczyk 

introduces that hunting was also associated with race in the 19th century US: higher class 

white men and black slaves hunted with different dog breeds and for different purposes. 

The black slaves’ dogs were discriminated against and dismissed as untrainable (2018). 

This research suggests that human-dog relationships in hunting are closely related to 

men’s social status, class, and race, but they did not explore how people live with 
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hunting dogs and build up relationships with them. Simon’s empirical study shows a 

more nuanced relationship between hunters and dogs in the indigenous group of Seejiq 

Truku in Taiwan and how dogs play an important role in shaping men’s gender 

identities (2015). The Seejiq Truku are Austronesian populations that lived in Taiwan 

much earlier than the Chinese. Hunting is a vital economic activity for the Seejiq Truku. 

Culturally, the Seejiq Truku live their lives by obeying Gaya, the ancient law that 

governs them. According to Gaya, successful hunting is a sign of moral righteousness. 

As men are expected to be modest about their own hunting abilities, they brag about the 

hunting abilities of their dogs (699–700). Dogs are considered ‘sentient and intentional 

beings with whom humans can communicate’ (699). The hunters and dogs are 

considered ‘real people’ and ‘real dogs’, who share an appreciation of freedom, roaming 

the mountains in search of prey (701). These two phrases suggest men’s identification 

with the dogs’ masculine prowess and abilities in hunting. 

In Seejiq Truku men’s minds, dogs have a familiarity that no other animal can compare 

with. This attitude is reflected in the answer that Seejiq Truku hunters gave, in response 

to the question about why they did not eat dog meat: ‘how dare you eat your brother?’ 

(Kim, 1980: 190, cited in Simon, 2015: 706). They also have myths in which dogs are 

ancestors and able to speak, suggesting that dogs are almost human. Seejiq Truku men 

take good care of their dogs. Though dogs live outdoors, they have their own names and 

would often eat with their masters’ families, even from the same bowl, and share in the 

sacrificial meals. These dogs are free-roaming dogs; tying up dogs is considered cruel. 

Simon believes that the emotions involved in the human-dog relationship are deep. For 

example, when dogs get trapped, the hunters rush to release them. They are as 

concerned with the wellbeing of their dogs as about any human (701). One hunter’s dog 

lost a paw while hunting and the hunter continued to care for her. Elderly dogs are 

usually cared for until they die of natural causes (701). This study shows that, in certain 

cultures, caring and affection for dogs are also part of the masculine activity of hunting. 

However, not every hunting dog is as well treated as the dogs of the Seejiq Truku in 

Taiwan. In many hunting societies, people care about dogs’ hunting abilities than their 

quality of life. Dogs with better hunting skills receive better care from humans in the 
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Lowland Neotropics3 (Koster, 2009: 590). Researchers have found that dogs in the 

Lowland Neotropics are often kept hungry to make them better hunters. Most of the 

hunting dogs are malnourished; they scavenge in the village in addition to hunting (589). 

To conclude, hunting with dogs is a common practice for men in different cultures and 

its association with masculinities is widely noted in the existing literature. Although 

men’s relationships with their hunting dogs are less explored, the discussion above 

shows that such relationships differ in different cultures, thus the Seejiq Truku take 

better care of hunting dogs than people in the Lowland Neotropics. It is worth exploring 

how men’s relationships with hunting dogs help us to understand masculinities in a 

specific culture, and vice versa. 

3. Fighting Dogs 

Another activity with dogs which is almost exclusively male is dogfighting. In many 

parts of the world, men take advantage of the ferocity of dogs. Using dogs for animal 

baiting is an example of cruelty towards dogs and other animals and the enthusiasm for 

violence throughout history. Kalof and Taylor (2007) researched animal baiting in 

Europe. ‘The history of dogfighting begins with training dogs to attack humans and 

other animals in combative blood struggles, an activity of sport and spectacle that dates 

to at least the fifth century BC’ (321). In the Middle Ages, the mastiffs were admired for 

their ‘masculine prowess’ of ‘courage and strength’. Mastiffs were kept for animal 

baiting, a hobby that developed into a blood sport during the Renaissance (322). People 

also trained dogs to kill rats in rat pits (322). These crazes for animal baiting did not stop 

when they were banned in England in 1835 and dogfighting gained popularity (323). 

Nowadays, dogfighting is banned in the UK and US, but underground dogfighting 

continues in both countries (Harding, 2012). Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth describe 

dogfighting in the US as follows: 

 

3 The Lowland Neotropics refers to an ecological area in Latin America’s tropical lowlands (McSweeney, 
2005).  
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‘Dogfighting can be defined as the act of baiting two dogs against one 

another for entertainment or gain. It involves placing two dogs into a pit to 

fight until one either quits or dies. In addition to the dogs, there are two 

handlers and a referee in the pit, watched by numerous spectators, who 

begin betting on the outcome once the fight begins.’ (2007: 211) 

The definition shows that two dogs are forced to fight until one either gives up or dies. 

This suggests that men seek fighting prowess, perseverance, and physical power in the 

dogs. On the one hand, the bloody dogfight assails the senses of spectators, with the 

dogs representing men’s masculine physical power to directly intimidate, hurt, harm, 

and conquer. On the other hand, men remain ‘on the periphery of actual violence’, using 

the dogfight as a ‘symbolic battlefield’. In this way, the men are represented by dogs 

and are not actually harmed (210). Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth have shown through 

empirical research that thousands of men play this illegal game in the southern US (211, 

see also Miller et al., 2016). Most of the dogs involved in US dogfighting are American 

pit bulls and 90% of the dogmen are white males, most of whom are working class 

(209–210). The authors contend that dogfighting gives working-class men a way to 

maintain their honour, status, and masculine identity (209-120). 

Other researchers agree that the aggression in dogfighting symbolises masculinity for 

the dog owners, who are always men (Kalof and Taylor, 2007; Maher and Pierpoint, 

2011; Harding, 2012). This masculinity seeks power through physical strength to 

conquer others. It can also be associated with crime. Although Evans, Gauthier, and 

Forsyth maintain that most dogmen are otherwise law-abiding citizens in the southern 

US (2007: 211–213), other research has shown that dogmen tend to be involved in 

organised crime. Kalof and Taylor have argued that the presence of dogfighting 

indicates that drug dealers are likely to be distributing drugs; gambling is also involved 

(2007: 324). According to Maher and Pierpoint, bull-type dogs are typically used as 

weapon dogs by youth gangs involved in illegal activities in the UK (2011: 408). Their 

research in south Wales shows that, although most youths regard their dogs as 

companions and friends, dogs are also subject to abuse, especially to the passive forms, 

such as neglect, a lack of socialisation and exercise, and poor breeding practices (413–
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414). Thus, although dogfighting is endorsed by the participants, dogfighting has a 

negative image for people outside the dogfighting circle. It is a form of abuse, related to 

other forms of dog abuse in daily life. For these reasons, the type of ‘masculinities’ that 

the dogmen are associated with is quite marginalised in these societies, as will be 

discussed below in the section of ‘masculinities and femininities’. 

4. Dogs as Food 

Eating dog meat is a special type of human-dog relationship, as it may be characterised 

by a lack of relationship. While consuming a dog’s flesh, people satisfy their appetite, 

without developing a socially interactive relationship with the dead dog. Adams calls the 

living animal who has been killed in order for the person to eat the ‘absent referent’ 

(2015: 48). Thus, it is difficult to define dog-meat eating as a relationship between 

people and dogs. However, it is still worth asking why in certain cultures people eat dog 

meat while in others people do not. In regions that normalise dog-meat eating, how 

people decide which dogs to eat and how to keep them, kill them and eat them are 

important part of local human-dog relationships. 

The main cultures that accept dog-meat eating include China, Korea, Southeast Asia and 

Indochina, North4 and Central America, parts of Africa, and the islands of the Pacific 

(Podberscek, 2009: 616). Korea (Dugnoille, 2014, 2018, 2019; Podberscek, 2009; Oh 

and Jackson, 2011; Tosa, 2009), China (Hurley, 2016; Li, Sun, and Yu, 2017), and 

Vietnam (Podberscek, 2016; Avieli, 2011) are the three most researched places with a 

tradition of eating dog meat and research has shown that in these three countries 

consuming dog meat is always entangled with political and social meanings. 

In Korea and China, historical records show that dog meat was consumed in ancient 

times, thus giving dog meat a historical significance, which pro-dog-meat eaters often 

refer to. According to the historical record Shiji, in 676 BC the ruler Qin Degong 

sacrificed dogs and hung their flesh at the four gates of the town to prevent summer heat 

 

4 Native American groups such as the Sioux have traditions of eating dog meat, but I do not know 
whether they still continue the practice now. 
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and misfortune. This rite is known as pok in Korea and it gave rise to a custom of eating 

dog meat on summer days (Tosa, 2009:47). In China, the Book of Rites written during 

the pre-Qin Dynasty, edited during the Han Dynasty, and treasured throughout Chinese 

history as a Confucian classic, records that dogs in the Shang (1600–1046BC) and Zhou 

(1046–256BC) Dynasties were divided into three types: ‘one type is guard dogs to guard 

the properties and houses; the second type is field dogs to hunt with in the fields; the 

third type is food dogs to eat as food’ (Sun, cited in Xia, 2017: 96). Between the Zhou 

Dynasty (11th century BC) and the Six Dynasties (222–589AD), the dog was considered 

one of six livestock animals5 for a household, popular as a food and used in sacrifices 

(Tosa, 2009: 46). 

However, a closer analysis reveals that eating dogs as food has also been contentious 

during the two countries’ histories. In China, during the Six Dynasties, minority groups 

arriving from the north saw dogs as friends and dog-eating as barbaric. The propagation 

of Buddhism uprooted the custom of eating dog meat, which became a practice 

associated with ‘mean persons’ (Tosa, 2009: 46). Li, Sun, and Yu agree that after the 

Sui (581–618AD) and Tang (618–907AD) Dynasties, dog-meat eating was regularly 

challenged (2017). During the Sui Dynasty, one emperor attempted to outlaw it. In the 

Tang Dynasty, dog meat was banished from official catering events (514). According to 

Hurley, however, the consumption of dog meat has remained prevalent throughout 

Chinese history. For example, the notable Westerners who travelled to China between 

the 14th and 20th centuries all documented dog-meat eating in China (2016: 131). 

In Korea, Podberscek notes that, during the Koryo Dynasty (918–1392AD), Buddhism6 

became the state religion, leading to a decline in the consumption of dog meat (2009). 

However, during the Choson Dynasty (1392–1910AD), Confucianism became the state 

ideology and dog meat returned as popular food (619). Even now, some Koreans still 

 

5 The six livestock animals include horse, ox, goat, pig, dog, and chicken. 
6 In Buddhist tales, a dog is a mediator that connects two worlds and dog-eating is identified with eating 
humans, so dog meat is tabooed in Buddhism (Tosa, 2009: 47). 
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call dog meat ‘Confucian’s meat’7 (Poon, 2014: 323, see also Oh and Jackson, 2011: 

48). In daily life, people regard dog meat as an important food for bonding relationships 

and showing care, not only among family members (especially children), but also with 

friends and colleagues (Dugnoille, 2018: 16; 2019: 70). In international contentions 

surrounding Korea’s dog meat consumption, dog meat is cherished by the eaters as a 

national cuisine that defines Korean cultural identity (Dugnoille, 2018, 2019; Sørenson, 

2019). In 1981, when Seoul was selected as the host city for the Olympic Games, some 

animal-protection groups denounced the consumption of dog meat in South Korea 

(Tosa, 2009: 45). The Korean government instantly criminalised the dog-meat business 

without democratic negotiations, but some dog-meat businesses persisted in a disguised 

way (45). When South Korea co-hosted the 2002 World Cup with Japan, Koreans 

voiced their support for the tradition of eating dog meat, while denouncing ‘both the 

Western criticism and the indecisiveness of the Korean government’ (45, see also Oh 

and Jackson, 2011: 48). From that point on, the consumption of dog meat in Korea has 

been infused with an element of anti-Western criticism and national pride. Similarly, in 

Vietnam, eating dog meat also has its political meanings. Avieli found that in a town in 

central Vietnam, people eat dogs to express alliance with the government in the North, 

where eating dog meat is popular (2011, cited in Sørenson, 2019).  

An equally important traditional view of dog meat in all these three regions is that dog 

meat is beneficial for men (Podberscek, 2009; Dugnoille, 2019; Sørenson, 2019; Avieli, 

2011; Zhao and Fan, 2003). Eating a dog’s penis in Korea is considered helpful in 

overcoming male impotence and it is thought that the dog’s heart can treat depression 

and anger issues (Podberscek, 2009: 619). In China, during the Song dynasty (960–

1279AD), it is documented that ‘various canine body parts, such as the teeth, bile, and 

penis, were ingested to treat various medical conditions’ (Hurley, 2016: 131). It is still 

widely acknowledged in China today that dog meat, especially the penis, is good for 

male sexual function (e.g., Xiaonan, 2016). 

 

7 Dog meat is closely related to Confucianism because it is rumoured that Confucians enjoyed the meat a 
lot and the Confucian canonical Book of Rites states that dogs can be eaten (Podberscek, 2009: 619). 
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Thus, nowadays dog meat is still prevalent in these three regions. In South Korea it is 

estimated that ‘at least one million dogs are consumed every year’ (Tosa, 2009: 44). 

This number is guaranteed by the large number of dog farms. In 2002, there were 

765,006 dog farms (Corrall, 2002, cited in Podberscek, 2009: 623). But at the same time 

there is more and more anti-dog meat activism in South Korea (Sørenson, 2019). In 

China, the Humane Society International8 estimates that there are more than 10 million 

dogs being killed every year for meat (2017), but actually it is difficult to do research on 

the number of dogs killed each year in China due to the lack of regulations of the dog 

meat trade. However, according to Li, Sun, and Yu’s quantitative research in two cities 

in China, Yanji and Dalian, as education levels go up, the percentage of people eating 

dog meat declines (2017: 524). In addition, dog-meat eating is least popular among 

younger respondents (529).  

The discussion above shows that we can see that dog-meat eating has a long history in 

both Korea and China; it is closely related to ideologies including Confucianism, 

Buddhism, and nationalism. In terms of gender, dog meat is considered especially 

beneficial for men in Korea, China, and Vietnam. However, the practice of eating dog 

meat is often contentious in various social contexts and historical eras, including in 

contemporary Korea and China.  

5. Dogs as Companions 

As stated in Chapter One, eating dogs is seen as contradictory to loving dogs in certain 

cultures where pet-dog keeping is prevalent. This section reviews literature on 

companionship with dogs. Despite that in many different places in the world, people 

keep dogs and see them as pets, companions, or family members (e.g., Hsu, 

Severinghaus, and Serpell, 2003; Dugnoille, 2016; Hansen, 2013), most studies of 

human relationships with dogs as pets come from the English-speaking world. Annual 

American Kennel Club (AKC) registration data, for instance, show that, in the 2000s, 

0.9 million new dogs on average were registered with the AKC each year (Markovits 

 

8 Humane Society International: www.hsi.org 
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and Crosby, 2014: 96–100). According to a statistical report from the American Pet 

Products Association9 (APPA), the total number of dogs in the US grew from 68 million 

in 2000 to 89.7 million in 2017 (APPA, 2017). In 2016, about 48% of US households 

owned a dog (The Humane Society of The United States10, 2018a). In 2019, there were 

approximately 9 million pet dogs in the UK (Pet Food Manufacturers Association11, 

2019) with 23% of UK households owning at least one dog (Pet Health Council, 2019, 

cited in Cudworth, 2019: 3). These large numbers show how popular it is to keep dogs 

as pets in the US and UK. 

Indeed, researchers in the US, UK, and Australia have found that most pet owners 

describe their pets as members of the family, much like children; dogs are often called 

‘furry children’ (Power, 2008: 535; Cohen, 2002: 622, see also Mitchell, 2001 and 

Charles, 2014). Evidence of this relationship spontaneously emerged from a study 

designed to explore ‘patterns of family formation and kinship networks’ in the UK 

(Charles and Davies, 2008: 4). In this study, 24% of the interviewees introduced the 

subject of pets as family members entirely spontaneously, stating that their pets were 

important support providers (6–8). According to Cohen’s empirical research on pet 

keeping in the US, pets can provide as much comfort and companionship as human 

family members (2002). Pets give as much as they receive and, unlike humans, never 

criticise: ‘they allow people to express their deepest feelings of intimate connection and 

nurturing’ (632–633; see also Charles, 2014: 726; Tipper, 2011). In terms of gender, 

women tend to have more intimate relationships with pets, scoring higher than men on 

kinship and intimacy scales related to pets; men are ‘less positive’ and ‘more analytical’ 

about their relationships with pets (Cohen, 2002: 633).  

Charles acknowledges the emotional attachment involved in pet-keeping relationships, 

which has a long history (2014). The building of the relationship is an effort from both 

sides. Individual animals are social actors that choose to initiate relationships with 

 

9 American Pet Products Association (APPA): www.americanpetproducts.org. 
10 The Humane Society of The United States: www.humanesociety.org 
11 Pet Food Manufacturers Association (PFMA): www.pfma.org.uk 
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particular humans. More importantly, relationships with companion animals are valued 

specifically because animals have individual characters and are not humans: the quality 

of this cross-species emotional bond can be stronger and more enduring than the bond 

with some human family members (725). This can also be true for children, whom 

Tipper interviewed in her research on child-animal relationships (2011). Children 

readily include pets in their definitions of ‘my family’, sometimes even including their 

relatives’, neighbours’, and friends’ pets that they are familiar with or interested in 

(150). When they talk about other people they always relate to their pets. Animals 

appear to be closer and more well-known for them than some human kin (151). 

Keeping dogs as companions is particularly beneficial for people. Pet owners generally 

report higher satisfaction in life and a better health than non-owners (Bao and Schreer, 

2016; Headey, Na and Zheng, 2007). Dog walking improves the psychological health of 

dog owners (Westgarth et al., 2017; Campbell et al., 2016). Stress can be reduced 

through brief interactions with dogs in a friendly context (Crossman, Kazdin, and 

Knudson, 2015) and feelings of social rejection can be mitigated by just thinking about 

cats or dogs briefly (Brown, Hengy, and McConnell, 2016). Stevenson et al. have found 

that dogs have a beneficial impact on children with autism and the therapeutic sessions12 

with dogs in school strengthen their interactions and engagement with teachers (2015: 

341). At home, tensions and potential conflict can be reduced through people’s 

interactions with pet animals (Tannen, 2004). Furthermore, women and pets can both be 

abused by ‘loved ones’; in such cases, they often ‘seek refuge in each other through their 

own interspecies relationships of empathic love’ (Taylor and Fraser, 2019: 22). Pets can 

moderate the abuse experienced and even give women reasons to keep living 

(Fitzgerald, 2007). In communities, pet dogs are ‘facilitators of social interactions and 

sense of community’; in particular, dog walking brings people and dogs together to form 

micro-communities, where people can find friendship and care (Wood et al., 2007: 43; 

Cudworth, 2017).  

 

12 In these therapeutic sessions, autistic children were encouraged to have interactions with dogs with 
the help of resources such as blankets, toys, biscuits, leads, and harness (Stevenson et al., 2015: 349). 
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To conclude, this research not only suggests that keeping dogs can be beneficial for 

people’s mental and physical health, but also show that dogs receive attention from the 

academic world and people now seek to consolidate dog companionship in science. As 

most of this research is from the West, we witness that human-dog companionship in the 

West is valued in a more robust way with scientific support. In terms of gender, Cohen 

finds that women are closer to their companion dogs than men (2002); Taylor and Fraser 

find that women seek comfort in their dogs when they are (both) abused by a man 

(2019). Although other types of human-dog relationship, such as that between the Seejiq 

Truku and their hunting partners, can involve strong feelings, emotion is the main 

characteristic of the companionship between pet dogs and people, especially women and 

children. 

Pet Dogs, Modernisation and Globalisation 

In the last section I reviewed five types of human-dog relationship and showed a wide 

range of possibilities between these two species in different societies. I now turn my 

attention to how human-dog relationships are related to the larger social processes of 

modernisation and cultural globalisation. I am going to look at how pet keeping has 

been linked to processes of modernisation in the West and ask whether it is useful to 

apply this understanding to China which is currently experiencing the process of 

modernisation and globalisation. 

Thomas, in his historical exploration of changing sensibilities towards animals in 

England, explains that in 17th century England, most dogs had ‘practical functions’: they 

pulled ‘carts, sleds, even ploughs’ (1983:102). When they ‘outlived their usefulness’, 

they were killed (102). At the same time, however, the royal family and aristocracy in 

England developed a passion for ‘unnecessary dogs’, which then spread to other classes 

(102–103). Menache, in her exploration of the history of affectionate sentiments towards 

dogs (2000), shows that in medieval times, people regarded dogs as instruments inferior 

to humans because the Bible taught that humans were superior to other animals (49). 

From the end of thirteenth century, however, hunting dogs became symbols of the 

knightly class, which was very engaged with hunting, which had become popular among 
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the nobility. Dogs were treated with ‘tenderness’, ‘devotion’, and even ‘brotherhood’ 

(52). This incipient affection became rooted in Western society with the development of 

a new literary genre: hunting treatises, which insist on a caring attitude and kind 

treatment of dogs (53). Menache’s analysis associates dogs with the upper class, which 

had the means to treat dogs well, and also with the development of a genre of literature 

that romanticised the relationship with dogs and played a key role in changing people’s 

attitude towards dogs.  

Against the backdrop of changed attitudes towards dogs, according to Thomas (1983) 

and Ritvo (1986), the rise of pet-dog keeping in England paralleled the rise of the urban 

middle class in the nineteenth century. During the latter part of the nineteenth century, 

innumerable poems were written about dogs, cherishing their fidelity, intelligence, and 

courage (Thomas, 1983: 106–108). Ritvo calls the fashion for urban middle-class people 

to keep pedigree dogs as pets and to participate in dog shows the ‘Victorian dog fancy’ 

(1986: 227). She attributes the Victorian dog fancy less to the positive characteristics 

attributed to dogs in literature than to the rising middle-class desire to seek distinctive 

status in leisure activities (229). The middle class pursued purebred pedigree dogs, as 

distinguished from and superior to mongrels or ordinary dogs, to manifest their own 

superior status. Establishing a correspondence between dogs’ inherited morphological 

characteristics’ and the social status of humans in nineteenth century Britain is the basis 

of dog racism, a concept that I develop later in the context of Yulin. As Skabelund 

suggests, terms of ‘race’, ‘breed’ and ‘blood’ were used interchangeably in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the West (2008: 356). Anchoring value 

differentiation in biological traits is an important way for people to justify, secure and 

guard their social status in relation to othered people and groups. Together with 

classism, racism, sexism, and imperialism, dog racism serves this purpose as well. 

In nineteenth century Britain, urban fanciers became more concerned with the 

appearance (or conformation13) of dogs than with their sporting performance because 

 

13 Body structure and appearance. 
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‘appearance was both more easily manipulable through breeding and a more reliable 

index of pedigree than behaviour’ (240). Given the need for dog shows to have 

standards that judges could use to decide the winning dog, John Henry Walsh published 

an edited collection, The Dogs of the British Islands, which included breed conformation 

standards for many dogs (Worboys, Strange, and Pemberton, 2018: 84–85). From that 

point on, the concept of understanding dogs according to their breeds became a 

dominant trend, while the number of urban middle-class dog fanciers expanded 

throughout the nineteenth century (Walton, 1979: 222). Franklin brings the analysis into 

the 20th century, discussing the emergence of mass pet keeping during the postmodern 

era, (i.e., the second half of the twentieth century, especially after the 1970s) (1999: 6). 

He argues that modernity (the first half of the 20th century) was symbolised by the high 

efficiency of Fordist production techniques, the expansion of consumption, and mass 

markets, which treated animals as a useful resource for progress so that ‘industrial meat 

production’ grew in modernity; he alleges that at that time close relationships with pets 

were thought of as ‘dissocial’ and ‘a cause for some concern’ (5–6). This view conflicts 

with Menache’s argument that people and dogs were already close because of the 

hunting treatises of the thirteenth century onwards, but here Franklin tries to form a 

contrast between modern and postmodern human-pet relationships. The postmodern era 

was critical of the single-minded pursuit of progress and the anthropocentrism that 

characterised modernity (6, 37). During late modernity and postmodernity, people 

allegedly became more individualised and uprooted from families, friendship groups, 

and community ties (4, 84). Franklin argues that, without the ‘physicality and 

embodiment of important human social relationships’ (195), people derived ontological 

security from close attachments to companion animals. Franklin’s theory is based on 

Giddens’s and Beck’s ideas about disembedded social relations and individualisation in 

modernity, which deepened in the postmodern era.  

However, the individualisation thesis has been widely challenged. Thompson believes 

that complete individualisation is not possible because ‘as sets of assumptions, beliefs, 

and patterns of behaviour handed down from the past, traditions provide some of the 

symbolic materials for the formation of identity’ for individuals and groups (1996: 93 
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cited in Charles, Davies, and Harris, 2008: 8). The fact that more people currently live 

alone does not necessarily prove that they experience less social support from their 

families or communities (Charles, Davies, and Harris, 2008). But Franklin is right to 

point out that pets provide emotional support for humans, in line with the previous 

subsection on ‘dogs as companions’. Franklin also points out an important aspect of pet 

keeping in postmodern era is its relationship with a mass pet-product and service 

industry, which provides pet food, vitamin and mineral supplements, shampoos, pet 

clothing, and walking services (1999: 90–93). This industry shapes how people keep 

dogs as pets, reinforcing and promoting a particular mode of pet keeping in urban 

settings, with a theme of consumption.  

The above literature has outlined the historical dynamics of pet-dog keeping in the West 

and how it developed through urbanisation, modernisation, and mass consumption. It 

has shown that pet-dog keeping is part of an urban culture based on the pet industry and 

has spread both inside and outside of Europe. Vibeke Hansen, for instance, argues that 

the recent increase in pet keeping in Spain reflects the overarching influences of 

urbanisation, modernisation, civilisation, and Europeanisation14 to Spain (2015) in the 

post-Franco Era. The pet-keeping trend in Spain has changed people’s attitudes towards 

animals, encouraging them to support the animal-protection movement, through which 

Spanish people are also making an effort to conform to ‘the European norms’ (280). 

Further to the East, China has experienced high-speed modernisation and urbanisation, 

facilitated by its involvement in the global economy since the 1978 reform and opening-

up policy. This trend toward modernisation accelerated after China joined the WTO in 

2001. During the 1990s and 2000s, more Chinese people were increasingly willing to 

embrace Western culture and were more influenced by Western cultural artefacts (e.g., 

Cockrill and Liu, 2013; Ping, 2002). In recent years, more and more ordinary families in 

 

14 In her thesis Hansen argues that historically Spain’s position in Europe has been quite marginal and 
there has been a considerable difference between the cultures in Spain and those in other Western 
European countries such as the UK, France and Germany. She argues that economically, politically, and 
culturally Spain makes efforts to imitate other Western European countries. 
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China have started to keep dogs as companions, especially in urban areas (Chen et al., 

2018: 56; Goumin, 2017). As previously discussed, dogs have been used as food in 

China for thousands of years. This raises the question of whether this fashion of pet-dog 

keeping is a phenomenon caused by cultural globalisation, and, if so, how traditional 

Chinese accommodate this practice.  

Cultural globalisation is defined by Ritzer and Stillman as ‘a growth of transnational 

politics, the integration of world economy, and a subsequent blending of cultures around 

the world’ (2003: 31). This definition shows that a blend of culture presumes 

transnational politics and economic integration. But it did not go further into the 

important debate on how cultures blend. In this debate, I have identified three different 

stances: theories of ‘cultural homogenisation’ oppose arguments supporting ‘cultural 

heterogenisation’, and a third perspective, ‘glocalisation’ considers the way in which 

globalising cultures mix with local cultures (Appadurai, 1996: 32). Researchers who 

promote the cultural-homogenisation thesis generally believe that the world is 

undergoing Westernisation or Americanisation through the capitalist spread of Western 

products and services (32, Li, 2016: 24; Ritzer and Stillman, 2003; Appadurai, 1996; 

Tomlinson, 1991). By contrast, the heterogenisation thesis sees the world as 

dichotomous between Western and Middle Eastern Islamic culture (Holton, 2000: 146). 

From both perspectives, the effect of cultural globalisation is extreme. Either 

Westernisation sweeps away local culture, or Western and other cultures become 

polarised. The third theory of cultural globalisation is the hybridisation thesis, which 

emphasises ‘intercultural exchange and the incorporation of cultural elements from a 

variety of sources within particular cultural practices’ (Holton, 2015: 148). 

Incorporating foreign cultural elements in the local is called ‘glocalisation’ (Robertson, 

1995). In his 2015 article, Holton talks about glocalisation and the hybridity thesis 

together because the concept of glocalisation addresses the global and the local at the 

same time. As Holton observes, ‘globalisation does not overcome and homogenise all 

that it encounters. Rather it faces limits when encountering particular national and local 

circumstances’ (2015: 66).  
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N. Wang adopts the hybridity thesis in considering China’s engagement in globalisation 

as a glocalisation process because Chinese traditions are so strong (2015: 161). For N. 

Wang, Chinese culture maintains its sense of uniqueness, despite absorbing more and 

more foreign cultural elements. In this thesis, I also take the third stance and understand 

cultural globalisation as a process of hybridisation and glocalisation. Together with 

modernisation and urbanisation, cultural globalisation works as an important concept for 

understanding human-dog relationships in Yulin. 

Masculinities and Femininities 

In the previous two sections I have reviewed how dogs are used for different purposes in 

different cultural contexts and how the social landscape has been changing in the 

modern era both globally and in China. Against the backdrop of modernisation, 

urbanisation, and cultural globalisation, human-dog relationships in China are also 

changing. An important part of this change is related to changes in the way people do 

gender. Goffman has pointed out that femininity and masculinity can be perceived as the 

most basic characterisations of individuals in social encounters (1976, cited in West and 

Zimmerman, 1987: 129). Thus, as will be examined in this thesis, the concept of gender 

is important to understanding different human-dog relationships in Yulin.  

As discussed in the first section, men and women often relate to dogs differently and 

some writers have paid attention to gender in their research. Fox suggests that the way 

people relate to animals gives meanings to people’s gender and identities (2010: 184). 

Ramirez argues that pet ownership is a relationship that individuals construct in 

accordance with gender norms (2006). He argues that pet keepers understand dogs in 

gendered terms and use dogs as displays or props to confirm their own gender identities 

(382). Włodarczyk also suggests that how people relate to dogs is gendered and 

competitive dog training for sports such as agility is more commonly associated with 

women since the post-communist social transition to democracy in Poland (2016a). 

Gender traits and dynamics can be closely related to broader social processes and 

relationships with dogs. 
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This section looks at the concept of gender and especially its meanings in Chinese 

traditions. Here gender does not refer simply to men and women; more importantly, it 

denotes socially constructed traits that are understood as masculine and feminine (Ryan, 

2008: 123; Lorber, 1994). Although people easily allocate masculinities to men and 

femininities to women, the constructionist view suggests that these gender traits are not 

exclusive to men or women and can be manipulated or combined by ‘doing gender’ 

(West and Zimmerman, 1987). The normative ideals for gender traits ‘vary across time, 

ethnic group, and social situation’ (Deutsch, 2007: 107). In Western culture, 

masculinities are often associated with ‘power, physical strength, aggression, toughness, 

and resilience’, while femininities with ‘sexuality, emotion, nurture, sensitivity, 

compassion, and care’ (Hanlon, 2012: 1). In China, gender is not only seen as natural to 

men and women, but also believed to be a metaphysical dualism that reveals  Chinese 

cosmology. The traditional Chinese expressions that correspond to ‘femininity’ and 

‘masculinity’ are the antithetical terms Yin (阴) and Yang (阳), which are the basic 

dialectics that frame Taoist philosophy. The original meanings of Yin and Yang are 

directions facing away from the sun (Yin) and towards the sun (Yang) (Hu, 2016). These 

terms were later extended to describe properties of things: ‘the things that bear the 

properties of being active, external, ascending, warm, and bright pertain to Yang, such as 

the sun, day, strength, and hardness, while the things that bear the ‘female’ properties of 

being static, internal, descending, cold, and dark pertain to Yin, such as moon, night, 

weakness, and softness (7; Fang, 2011: 31; Wu, 2012: 55). In traditional daily language, 

Yang usually refers to masculine while Yin means feminine. In general, according to 

Yizhuan, the influential Taoist book written during the Warring States Period (475–221 

BC), the interaction of Yin and Yang is the fundamental law of the cosmos (cited in Wu, 

2012 55). Figure 2.1 shows the interactions of Yin-Yang, which form the pattern known 

as Taiji on the right, indicating that Yin and Yang are ‘opposites-in-unity’, both ‘partially 

conflicting and partially complementary’ (Tian and Zhang, 2012: 280; Li, 2018: 36–37). 

In addition, Yin and Yang emerge within and merge with each other in an endless 

dynamism (Louie, 2002: 9). 
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Figure 2.1: Interactions of Yin-Yang 
(Tian and Zhang, 2012) 

Paechter advocates ‘femininities’ and ‘masculinities’ in plural forms, given that ‘how 

we understand ourselves as masculine and feminine varies according to time, place, and 

circumstances’ (2006: 261). This notion applies to Yin and Yang as both have plural 

meanings and can merge with each other within the same person (Louie, 2002:10). 

Within the study of Chinese masculinities, Louie identifies two types: wen and wu 

masculinities. Wen refers to culture, literature, and civilisation, as embodied by talented 

scholars. Wu indicates physical strength, courage, and martial valour, as embodied by 

military officers (2002) and can be associated with violence. Both wen and wu 

masculinities belong to Yang, as both are ideal traits for men who are active and strong 

in different ways. Being different types of Yang, wen masculinity can be understood as 

the more Yin type of the two. In traditional Chinese culture, men with wen masculinities 

were usually depicted as ‘frail, delicate, handsome, and possessing what in the West 

might be called a feminine beauty’ (Moskowitz, 2013:50; see also Song, 2004). 

The above analysis suggests the fluidity and flexibility in doing gender. It shows that 

masculinities and femininities in China have plural meanings and connotations which do 

not necessarily contradict each other. In other words, Yin and Yang can interact, merge, 

and express different forms, which is included in a process of ‘doing gender’ (West and 

Zimmerman, 1987). 

The examination of Chinese masculinities above is from a cultural perspective. From a 

critical sociological perspective, Connell sees gender as ‘unavoidably involved with 

other social structures’, such as race and class (1995: 75). For example, white men’s 

masculinities are constructed ‘not only in relation to white women but also in relation to 

black men’ (75). With this intersectionality in mind, Connell conceptualises ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’, referring to a group of men that ‘claims and sustains a leading position in 
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social life’, such as ‘the top levels of business, the military and government’ (77). 

Supporting ‘hegemonic masculinity’, most men do not act on the frontlines, but benefit 

from their association and gain an advantage in the ‘overall subordination of women’; 

this is called ‘complicit masculinity’ (79). There are also ‘subordinate masculinities’ and 

‘marginalised masculinities’, denoting the homosexual masculinities that are pushed to 

‘the bottom of a gender hierarchy among men’, and lower-class and black masculinities, 

reflecting the intersection of class and race (78). As introduced earlier, it is a type of 

‘marginalised masculinity’ that the men participating in the marginalised dogfighting 

activities are associated with, as dogfighting is not accepted as a legal or respectful 

activity to do. 

Connell’s typology suggests that the stratification between masculinities reflects social 

oppression. Among all related traits, violence stands out as Connell notes: ‘it is, 

overwhelmingly, the dominant gender who hold and use the means of violence’ (83). 

Firstly, ‘many members of the privileged group use violence to sustain their 

dominance’; secondly, ‘violence becomes important in gender politics among men’ (83). 

‘Violence can become a way of claiming or asserting masculinity in group struggles’. 

For example, ‘the youth gang violence of inner-city streets’ reveals ‘marginalised 

masculinities against other men, continuous with the assertion of masculinity in sexual 

violence against women’ (83). Edley also comments that, in studies of masculinities, 

there is a consensus that ‘men are more violent than women’ (2017: 135). Men express 

their masculinities through wars and sport, which are institutionalised and 

professionalised ways of showing violence (Edley, 2017). Edley also points out that 

many authors agree that when men ‘lack more legitimate means of proving their 

masculinity, they will often resort to violence’ (150). Men are also far more likely to 

commit crimes: ‘violence is most likely to occur amongst young men living in socially 

deprived, urban areas’ (146). In the traditional Chinese Yin-Yang dyad, violence could 

be an extreme and negative expression of Yang. 

In the same way, femininities are also social constructions of groups of characteristics 

often associated with women; there are multiple types of femininities (Laurie et al., 

1999). Laurie et al. argue that femininity in heterosexual relationships is hegemonic or 
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‘normal’ femininity, which places women in a complementary and submissive 

relationship to men (1999). They also note that different geographies and locations (e.g., 

the workplace or the home) create different femininities (12). These places and spaces 

are also constituted ‘through cultural discourses about gender’, such that the ‘home’ 

becomes the ‘feminine’ space (12). The private sphere is associated with different 

gender traits from the public sphere. The latter is associated with masculine 

‘instrumental rationality’, while the former is associated with feminine caring 

relationships (Hanlon, 2012: 99). ‘Care’ is associated with the ideal characteristics of 

home and the family, with the ‘ideal of selflessness’ based on an ideal type of 

motherhood (100). Being care-givers for one’s family was traditionally associated with 

feminine traits in both the West and China (Kittay, 1999; Kroska, 2003; Meng and 

Zhang, 2013). 

In traditional China, Confucianism requires women to behave in accordance with ‘three 

obediences and four virtues’15. This explicit instruction that women be obedient, and 

caring has given way to a more subtle exhortation to be ‘cute’ in contemporary China. 

As will be elaborated in Chapter Seven, ‘cuteness’ is believed by many authors to 

denote childlike characters, a pleasing expression of weakness and dependence upon 

those in power (Dale et al., 2017; Botz-Bornstein, 2008; Marcus et al., 2017). An 

expression of cuteness can be associated with care in that it requires care from others, 

but it also indicates that a cute being is a gentle-hearted being that cares about others as 

well. In other words, cuteness is an expression of power in relation to care, which 

becomes a distinctive part of femininities in the modernising China. 

Gender is generally taken for granted in that people tend to understand gender as 

‘natural’, without realising that it is constantly created and re-created in everyday social 

life (Lorber, 1994: 13). West and Zimmerman adopt the concept of ‘doing gender’ to 

indicate that gender is produced and displayed through interactions as an ongoing and 

 

15 The three obediences are: obedience to the father before marriage; to the husband during marriage; 
to the son after the husband’s death. The four virtues are: moral behaviour, proper speech, good 
manners, and diligence (Chong, 2013: 251). 
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everyday activity (1987). They also argue that people can ‘redo gender’ under the 

influence of social movements, such as feminism; ‘if the gender attributes deployed as a 

basis for maintaining men’s hegemony are social products, they are subject to social 

change’ (2009: 114). Some authors also talk about ‘undoing gender’ by people 

rendering some activities irrelevant to gender thus taking up some roles that were 

previously believed to be associated with ‘the opposite sex’ (Deutsch, 2007; Björk, 

2015). This way of conceptualising gender suggests that people enact gender rather than 

being a particular gender in some unchangeable way; this gives more uncertainty and 

dynamism to masculinities and femininities in different social contexts. 

To sum up, masculinities and femininities are socially constructed traits of different sets 

of characteristics. Their connotations are fluid and differ in different social contexts. In 

China, masculinities and femininities are Yang and Yin with a dialectic relationship with 

each other and within masculinities there are relatively feminine variants and types that 

tend to be associated with violence (Louie, 2002). This fluidity is enhanced by people as 

subjects ‘doing’ gender. But how people do gender has patterns that need to be 

examined within broader and more complex social structures, such as class and race. 

The dynamics of power is an important factor to be considered alongside the concept of 

gender as it links gender to other social structures (Connell, 1995) and, in this research, 

links a consideration of gender to people’s power relationships with dogs. In particular, 

‘violence’ and ‘care’ are two prominent traits commonly associated with masculinities 

and femininities. Both indicate power relations as they involve interactions between at 

least two parties. They are also important factors to consider in the power relationships 

between humans and dogs in Yulin. This thesis recognises that gender identity has an 

impact on how people organise their activities; it looks at how men and women (un)do 

gender in relation to dogs and how this has an impact upon dogs’ lives. 

Power Relations: Dominance, Affection, and Care 

Power is a key concept to consider in the study of social relationships, including human-

dog relationships (Cudworth, 2011). In this section I examine the concept of ‘power 
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relations’ and develop a ‘dominance-affection-care’ model specifically applicable to the 

study of human-dog relationships in Yulin. 

In his book, Forms of Power, Poggi gives a clear definition of social power, pointing out 

its prevalence in human relations and the importance of studying social power: 

Social power relations exist wherever some human subjects (individual or 

collective) are able to lay routine, enforceable boundaries upon the 

activities of other human subjects (individual or collective), in so far as that 

ability rests on the former subjects’ control over resources allowing them, 

if they so choose, to deprive the latter subjects of salient human values. 

The chief among such values are bodily integrity; freedom from restraint, 

danger or pain; reliable access to nourishment, shelter or other primary 

material goods; the enjoyment of a degree of assurance of one’s worth and 

significance (Poggi, 2001: 35). 

The quote above shows that the expression or manifestation of social power is 

understood as one party’s (A) ability to impose boundaries upon the other party’s (B) 

activities. B’s freedom is limited by A and this limitation is guaranteed by A’s control 

over resources which means they have the potential to deprive B of ‘salient human 

values’. Here I argue that nonhuman animals should also be included in the 

consideration of social power, because their activities are often limited by humans and 

humans control the resources that animals need. The salient values that Poggi lists for 

humans are also vital for other animals, such as ‘bodily integrity; freedom from 

restraint, danger or pain; reliable access to nourishment and shelter’ (35). Animals are 

commonly deprived of access to these resources and its patterning is worth studying 

(Carter and Charles, 2013; Irvine, 2004; Reid, Nolan and Scott, 2018; Cudworth, 2011). 

In the study of human-dog relationships, it is important to note that dogs have their own 

interests, can be hurt, have their own individual subjective intentions and a certain 

degree of freedom to act in different ways in a social context, and also that they are 

actors who can have an impact on their social contexts. It is important to look at power 

dynamics between humans and dogs in Yulin.  
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Researchers have discussed how working animals are oppressed and exploited by 

humans, especially as livestock (e.g., Mason and Finelli, 2007; Cudworth, 2011). In a 

different direction, Tuan examines power relationships between people and animals kept 

as pets (1984). Animals kept as pets do not provide physical labour for people’s 

economic gain but serve people for their leisure and amusement. Thus the power 

relationships they experience with human keepers are complicated as human dominance 

over them can be disguised by affection (1984). The pet relationship incorporates 

dominance: the owner of the pet is generally in control of the pet and can change the pet 

(4). The second element of a pet relationship is affection, signified by attention paid to 

pets and people’s treasuring of pets (162). Tuan emphasises that dominance and 

affection are two sides of the same coin and interact with each other. Sometimes 

dominance can turn into cruelty towards a pet, but the cruelty is accepted as normal 

because it is disguised by the affection owners feel for their pets16. 

Accordingly, Tuan defines a ‘pet’ as an entity produced by human dominance combined 

with affection (2); dogs, together with many other animals, people, and other entities17 

can be ‘pets’. In addition, there is a strong tendency in Tuan’s account to view the pet 

relationship as humiliating and lacking respect for the pet (4, 163). Tuan believes that 

power over pets is a ‘distortion’, applied merely for ‘human aesthetic ends’ (4). Tuan 

also argues that pets, as playthings, receive an attitude of contempt from their owners (4, 

12, 88, 95, 163). An important signal of this is people teasing and making fun of pets. It 

would be undignified to treat pets seriously (144). 

 

16 His examples include some Pekingese dog owners, who break the nose cartilage of 3–7-day-old 
puppies with a thumbnail or chopstick to achieve the desired small snub nose; other people massage the 
puppies’ noses daily in the hope of restraining their growth (106). Similarly, traditional women’s foot 
binding in China served the interests of men; the women were like pets, in Tuan’s sense of the word, in 
relation to men. Women confined in terms of mobility are controlled by the patriarchal family; the 
physical harm they suffer is disguised by men’s appreciation of the ‘beauty’ of their feet. Women’s 
bound feet are called ‘three-inch “golden lotuses”’. 
17 Under this definition, fountains are pets as their water is made to jump to amuse people; bonsai and 
goldfish are pets, as their appearance is changed to please people. Accordingly, humans can be pets kept 
and dominated by other humans. 
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Tuan’s understanding of ‘dominance’ and ‘affection’ in the pet keeping relationship is 

important as he gives warnings about possible cruelty and mistreatment of pets, which 

can be disguised by affection. Out of self-claimed affections, pet keepers actually focus 

on their own sentiments and feelings, and the actions led by these sentiments towards 

their pets can in reality harm the pets, whether the harm is intentional or unintentional 

from the keepers’ side. Tuan invites us to take pet keeping seriously and think about the 

power relations and potential harm in it, especially when pets such as dogs most often 

yield to human control. However, as reviewed in the first section, many dog keepers 

regard dogs not just as pets, but as family members or kin (e.g., Charles, 2014; Power, 

2008; Cohen, 2002). Some people flee domestic abuse with their pet animals, seeking 

refuge in each other with empathic love (Taylor and Fraser, 2019: 22). This suggests 

that pet dog keeping relationships can have different meanings and connotations in 

terms of power, which needs a close examination. 

It is worth asking whether the owner who teases their pet animal might also genuinely 

love the pet, providing it with the best possible care. Tuan does acknowledge that 

‘casual appreciation’ can deepen ‘into love’ (113) and that children can have ‘genuine 

affection’ for small animals as pets (164). He defines ‘genuine affection’ as ‘the flow of 

warmth and protective love from the strong to the weak, from the superior to the 

inferior’ (162), noting that ‘the dog calls forth… (people’s) self-sacrificing devotion to a 

weaker and dependent being’ (102). Thus, we can see that Tuan distinguishes ‘genuine 

affection’ from ‘affection’ by considering whether the dominant party provides support 

and protection to the dependent party and thus nourishes the latter for their own 

interests. However, although Tuan mentions the possibility of ‘care’ being involved in 

the ‘dominance and affection’ relationship, he does not pay attention to how ‘care’, as a 

positive power, can transform the meaning of the relationship. To identify ‘care’ in a pet 

relationship can undermine Tuan’s argument about the ‘indignities and humiliation’ and 

possible distortion and harm disguised by affection (4, 144). 

In a caring pet keeping relationship, domination and affection also exist. There is just 

another element added, which can be understood in terms of the ethics of care. ‘Care’ 

has different meanings in different contexts; this issue has been discussed by both first- 
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and second-wave feminists (Ungerson, 2006). As noted in the previous section, care has 

been associated with femininity. Feminists worry that this association has relegated 

women to doing unpaid care work at home. This work is devalued, placing women in an 

inferior position in relation to men (Ungerson, 2006). Rummery and Fine argue that 

even with the marketisation of care, care work is undervalued, ‘subjected to low wages, 

viewed as unskilled and open to exploitation’ (2012: 329). Thus, feminists advocate for 

social policies based on valuing paid and unpaid care services (Ungerson, 2006). 

Theorists have distinguished between ‘care about’ and ‘care for’. The former denotes a 

feeling, ‘a disposition towards the dependent’, while the latter refers to the ‘physical 

work of caregiving’ (Rummery and Fine, 2012: 324). They contend that a ‘gender gap’ 

exists in care, with men ‘caring about’ their families, while women ‘care for’ them 

(324). However, this distinction can involve an alienation of care which is detrimental to 

both those who ‘care about’ and ‘care for’. ‘Caring about’ that is not rooted in ‘caring 

for’ practices might lead to a misunderstanding of the ‘cared-for’ and distancing from 

their real needs. On the other hand, ‘caring for’ without ‘caring about’ leads to 

emotionless labour and can become a burden for both parties involved. 

Feminists who advocate for ‘an ethics of care’ argue that the practice of ‘caring for’ is 

the embodiment of ‘caring about’ (Noddings, 1984). Gilligan first raised the concept of 

‘the ethics of care’, arguing that, unlike the morality mostly valued by men which 

focuses on ‘rights and rules’ of individuals who should be independent, women are 

morally committed to ‘the activity of care … responsibility and relationships’ (Gilligan, 

1982: 19, cited in Donovan and Adams, 2007: 2). The ethics of care provides a ‘more 

flexible, situational, and particularised ethics’ (2). In the ethics of care, the ‘ideal type’ 

carer is ‘one who is especially emotionally and cognitively skilled at doing caring work, 

and their identity is constructed as sacrificially other-centred based on a strong sense of 

family duty’ (Hanlon, 2012: 102). In this sense, the ethics of care values both ‘caring 

about’ and ‘caring for’, arguing that they are intertwined and traditionally associated 

with femininities. Hanlon points out that caring is so strongly associated with 

femininities that even men providing care to their families are seen as exhibiting 

nurturing femininities (2012). By contrast, Elliot recognises this association but 
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advocates for new caring masculinities, contending that men associated with ‘care for’ 

naturally develop a sense of ‘care about’ (2016). 

Ethics-of-care theorists associate this form of ethics with femininities because they 

value the role of emotion (traditionally seen as a women’s trait) in people’s moral 

actions, in contrast to the dominant Cartesian and Kantian morality based on 

universalistic autonomy and rationality, which is traditionally associated with 

masculinities (Hanlon, 2012; Carr, 2001). Studies have acknowledged that an awareness 

of emotions contributes to prosocial behaviour, and that women pay more attention to 

their emotions than men (Moroń, Glinka, and Doktor, 2018). Some researchers define 

emotions evoked by self-reflection, experienced in the context of moral conflicts, as 

‘moral emotions’, arguing that such emotions help us understand why some people act 

morally while others do not (Gasser, et al., 2013). Pulcini identifies the emotions that 

motivate care as love, compassion, and generosity (2017), while Strauss contends that 

empathy is strongly linked to altruistic behaviour and plays a more important role in 

women’s identities (2004). Strauss defines empathy as an identification of one’s own 

emotion with that of another person: first, one becomes aware of (or imaginatively 

reconstructs) another’s feelings, and then one’s own feelings become concordant with 

the other person’s feelings, whether positive or negative (434). I find this definition of 

empathy a valuable tool for explaining how emotion works in the ethics of care. 

Through emotional concordance, carers integrate their own interests or needs with those 

of care receivers; this motivates them to provide care for the care receivers. The 

relationality formed through the practice of care and unification of interests is what 

Kittay refers to as ‘oneness’ (2018: 121) and what Held calls ‘interdependence’ (2006, 

cited in Elliot, 2016: 251). The process through which the carer identifies the real needs 

of the cared-for and aligns their needs together is called by Donovan a dialogical care 

ethic (2006). 

Tuan’s pet relationships always involve care work, as people need to keep their pets 

alive and well (1984: 135). Care in this sense becomes a tool, serving the interests of pet 

owners. However, the ethics of care involve aligning one’s own interests with those of a 
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vulnerable entity and taking actions to serve their interests. In this thesis, ‘care’ is a 

decentred power, a combination of ‘care about’ and ‘care for’ under the ‘ethos of care’ 

discussed by Held (cited in Elliot, 2016: 255), a ‘care about care’ according to 

Kittay(2018: 123), and an interactive ‘dialogical care’ in Donovan’s sense (2006) 

The ethics of care can apply to some human-dog relationships as a positive social 

power. Dogs and people, as two parties in the relationship, take up unequal power 

positions. The dog is usually vulnerable compared to their human keeper who controls 

the resource they need access to, this is especially the case for dogs living in an 

environment designed mainly for humans. In these circumstances, humans usually take 

up a role of dominance, as Tuan suggests (1984). But this dominance can be tinted with 

a colour of ‘care’, which means that the ethics of care can coexist with ‘dominance’. 

The existence of an unequal relationship is the basis for one party providing care to the 

other. The care provider is clearly the dominant party with more power. However, due 

to the ethics of care, this party does not abuse their power; instead, they use it to nurture 

the other party. When working together with the ethics of care, domination becomes a 

nurturing power, which helps the vulnerable party to grow. Although ‘dominance’ 

always exists in human-pet-dog relationships, the connotation of dominance is different. 

Włodarczyk’s study shows that women are more willing to adopt positive training 

methods, in line with the ethics of care; they are also more successful in the field of dog 

training in post-communist Poland (2016a). Women who train dogs in a positive way 

are still dominant, but the power relationship tilts towards the dogs, whose obvious 

enjoyment of the game and training are also valued. 

If the element of ‘care’ is stripped away from ‘affection’ by defining ‘affection’ as the 

amusement that the dominant party obtains from the dominated party through practices 

that do not serve the interests or needs of the dominated party, Tuan’s main argument 

becomes clearer and more coherent. In other words, a simple distinction between 

‘affection’ and ‘care’ is used to clarify which party’s interests are served through a 

certain practice. In this thesis, ‘affection’ is defined as people’s feeling towards dogs, as 

dogs can be used to serve people’s interests, regardless of their own.  



51 
 

It is important to acknowledge that affection and care do not necessarily contradict each 

other. According to Elliot, the ethics-of-care approach views the caring relationship as 

an affective relationship (2016). Attention is argued to characterise both ‘affection’ 

according to Tuan (1984: 162) and ‘care’, according Donovan (2006). The interests of 

two parties can be united. In this circumstance, affection is integrated into care. In 

addition, the interests of the owner and pet can be served at different times in the same 

relationship. Sometimes the relationship may be mainly characterised by affection, 

while at other times it is characterised by care. In other words, respect and humiliation, 

nurture and distortion, and caring and exploitation can be combined in the human-pet 

relationship, making it important to identify the different elements. For example, Tuan 

describes some mother-child relationships as a pet relationship with the baby being the 

‘plaything’ of the mother (1984). This can be true to the extent that many mothers 

amuse themselves with their babies while taking care of them as much as possible. 

Beverland, Farrelly, and Lim divide pet ownership into two types: owners motivated by 

intrinsic or extrinsic goals (2008: 491). Extrinsically-motivated pet owners use dogs ‘for 

providing pleasures to the owner’ (494), while intrinsically-motivated pet owners ‘value 

pets as individual beings’ (491) and want to gives these animals a happy life (492). 

Although this typology improves on Tuan’s model by distinguishing between caring and 

exploitative relationships, it does not recognise that some owners are motivated by both 

intrinsic and extrinsic goals with the same pet and probably at the same time and at 

different times.  

In another direction, I believe that ‘dominance’ can also occur without ‘affection’ in a 

human-dog relationship as a form of social power according to Poggi’s definition 

(2001). This thesis defines ‘dominance’ as one party’s power to make decisions for 

another party and to manipulate the other party’s behaviour and appearance. Tuan lists 

only two aspects of the construction of pets: ‘dominance’ working together with 

‘affection’ (1984). However, it is also possible that some people ignore, abandon, and 

even torture their dogs. The relationship between people and dogs can involve 

‘dominance’ without ‘affection’ or ‘caring’. In other words, it is worth exploring what 

role emotions play in human-dog relationships, whether affection is present in a 
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relationship and how it is combined with dominance or care and how this relates to 

different types of power relations. As Lynch et al. note, ‘affective relations’ have been 

neglected as a fit subject of research (2009: 15). This thesis contributes to an analysis of 

emotions in inter-species power relationships. 

Thus, combining Tuan’s ‘dominance and affection’ model with the ethics of care, this 

study introduces a new ‘dominance-affection-care’ model, which divides the human-dog 

relationship into three modes: ‘dominance’; ‘dominance and affection’; and ‘dominance, 

affection, and care’. Figure 2.2 presents the relationship between dominance, affection, 

and care, with dominance covering most types of human-dog relationship. The 

relationships charactered by ‘dominance, affection and care’ are the fewest, represented 

by the smallest circle. On the other hand, ‘dominance’, represented by the largest circle, 

is the most common characteristic involved in almost all human-dog relationships. 

The expanded model can apply to all kinds of relationships between humans and dogs, 

not just the pet keeping discussed by Tuan; he distinguished ‘pet keeping’ from 

‘working relationships’ by identifying whether ‘affection’ was involved (1984). In this 

thesis, I have not made this distinction because ‘work’ can be involved in many different 

types of relationships, and it can indicate different things. For example, the comfort and 

love pet dog keepers experience from their dogs can be understood as a form of 

emotional labour undertaken by the dogs (Coulter, 2016). This work is not work in the 

sense of making an economic contribution, but it involves the dog performing labour in 

the service of humans. In the meantime, a pet dog can warn their keepers of visitors by 

barking, which can be considered useful work by pet dog keepers. In addition, as will be 

shown in the analysis chapters, affection can sometimes characterise a traditional 

working relationship (hunting with dogs), in which case dogs work not only in terms of 

physical labour, but also in terms of emotional labour. Thus, instead of considering dog 

relationships in terms of whether dogs work for humans, I have adopted the ‘dominance-

affection-care’ model to understand the power dynamics between people and dogs. Dogs 

can contribute to the relationships in various ways under the dominance of humans, and 

their contributions can be understood as different types of work that dogs perform for 

humans. In the following chapters introducing different types of human-dog relationship 
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in Yulin, I will analyse how such relationships can be analysed in terms of the 

‘dominance-affection-care’ model of power relations and also explore how these 

different relationships are gendered and how they are inflected by dog racism. 

 

Figure 2.2: Types of Power Relationships between Humans and Dogs 

Research Questions 

In this chapter I have reviewed various types of human-dog relationship with a 

consideration of their location within a broader social context and how they relate to 

gender and social power. Enlightened by the literature on various types of human-dog 

relationships and the different power relations possible in human-dog relationships, I 

developed the first research question to explore the types of human-dog relationship that 

coexist in Yulin and the power relations that characterise them. Literature on pet-dog 

keeping’s relation to broader social changes generates the research question about the 

influence of cultural and socio-economic changes on human-dog relationships in Yulin. 

A review of literature on socially constructed gender traits, how people do gender, and 

how human-dog relationships are gendered provides the basis for exploring the research 

question: ‘are human-dog relationships gendered?’. 
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I have also paid attention to literature on cultural globalisation. I have questioned how 

pet-dog keeping as a culture relates to cultural globalisation, and how this culture is 

accommodated alongside the more traditional practice of dog-meat eating in China. As 

the YLDMF is held in Yulin, these considerations underpin a fourth research question 

on the effects of the contentions around YLDMF on human-dog relationships in Yulin. 

Based on these theoretical concerns the research questions are generated: 

1. What types of human-dog relationship coexist in Yulin? What power relations 

characterise them? 

2. Are human-dog relationships gendered in Yulin? 

3. How have cultural and socio-economic changes influenced human-dog relationships 

in Yulin? 

4. How does the YLDMF controversy affect human-dog relationships in Yulin? 

Conclusion 

To understand human-dog relationships, I have critically engaged with the existing 

literature to examine how humans relate to dogs in different cultures with dogs serving 

different purposes. These identified human-dog relation types provide a point of 

reference for the examination of different types of human-dog relationships in Yulin. In 

particular, I have developed the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model to analyse the power 

relations in each type of human-dog relationships. To examine power in human-dog 

relationships is a critical perspective with particularly the interests of the dogs in mind. 

There are mainly three types of power relationships between humans and dogs: 

dominance; dominance and affection; and dominance, affection and care. These three 

types of power relationships embody different gender patterns constructed in the social 

and cultural contexts of Yulin. 

Gender as constructed in relation to the broader social landscape filters into human-dog 

relationships in contemporary Yulin. For example, violence and cuteness as different 

gender traits play different roles in these three types of human-dog power relationships. 

Thus, using the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model incorporates an analysis of gender 
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and the changing social and cultural context of Yulin into an understanding of human-

dog relationships. Sociological studies have shown that human-animal relationships 

have been transformed through modernisation and urbanisation processes. This thesis 

considers human-dog relationships in the context of modernisation, urbanisation, and 

cultural globalisation of Yulin and China, which adds a historical dimension to the study 

of human-dog relationships in Yulin.  

With a review of the literature, this chapter has developed the research questions and 

theoretical framework to guide the research and the analysis, and the next chapter will 

discuss the methodology and methods most suitable for answering the research 

questions. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods 

The fundamental methodology that I use to address the research questions is 

multispecies ethnography. As a newly developed methodology, multispecies 

ethnography ‘centres on how a multitude of organisms’ livelihoods shape and are 

shaped by political, economic, and cultural forces’ (Kirksey and Helmreich, 2010: 545). 

Multispecies ethnography has revolutionised the traditional academic practice of 

treating animals and other species of life as tangential to human social lives, by 

examining in a nuanced way how these species are entangled in everyday life. This 

methodology allows researchers to examine non-humans through direct observation and 

interactions in the field. To answer the research questions about different types of 

human-dog relationship and whether they are gendered, which underpin the latter two 

research questions about how the relationships are embedded in social-cultural dynamics 

and influenced by the YLDMF, it is essential to obtain detailed descriptions of the daily 

interactions between humans and dogs. Guided by multispecies ethnography, the 

methods toolkit used for this fieldwork (observing human-dog interactions, keeping 

descriptive field notes, taking photographs, and communicating with dog keepers) 

captures details of the social relationships, while providing a reliable foundation for 

conducting a theoretical analysis and answering the research questions. 

This chapter is divided into five sections. The first section, ‘multispecies ethnography’, 

introduces the general methodology adopted in this study. The second section, 

‘insider/outsider reflexivity and becoming an ethnographer’, explains how I established 

a partial insider place of my own in Yulin to carry out this research and be accepted by 

my informants. The third section, ‘data-collection methods’, introduces four methods 

used to collect data: participant observation, interviews, a social-media analysis, and 

secondary data collection. The fourth section, ‘data analysis’, introduces the methods 

used to analyse the collected data. The final section reviews ethical considerations in 

this research. These sections are presented in a chronological sequence, starting before I 

entered the field, and moving on through the early- and mid-stages of fieldwork, to the 

post-fieldwork analysis, and ethical reflections.  
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Multispecies Ethnography 

‘The animal turn’ (or ‘species turn’) has been recognised in many disciplines in the 

humanities and social sciences, including anthropology, education, and human 

geography (Lloro-Bidart, 2018; Dowling, Lloyd, and Suchet-Pearson, 2016; see also 

Weil, 2010). As Hamilton and Taylor have argued, traditionally, the dominant and 

hegemonic belief that animals do not have selves or identities, and, by extension, that 

they do not matter as much as humans, has ensured that nonhuman animals are left 

‘firmly at the margins of qualitative research practices, which at best reduces their status 

to objects or at worst ignores them completely within a silent but salient hierarchy’ 

(2017: 3). ‘The animal turn’ criticises the anthropocentric tradition of seeing humans as 

distinctly different from and independent of non-human animals, as suggested in the 

human/animal and nature/culture dichotomies. Like the androcentric men/women 

dichotomy, which feminists have criticised for placing men in a position of dominance 

over women, the human/animal dichotomy has been criticised by a new generation of 

researchers, who have sought to understand the lives of non-human animals and to hear 

their ‘voices’, against an anthropocentric tradition in academic research (Sanders and 

Arluke, 1993). The relationships between humans and non-human species are so 

complex, entangled, interconnected, mutually affected, and dependent that removing the 

anthropocentric lens makes it possible to see our common world, filled with 

multispecies relationships (Pacini-Ketchabaw, Taylor, and Blaise, 2016).  

In line with this methodological animal turn, Kirksey and Helmreich have argued for the 

emergence of ‘multispecies ethnography’ (2010) which has now been widely recognised 

(see Madden, 2014; Ingold, 2013; Lowe, 2017; Locke, 2018; Kopnina, 2017; Parathian 

et al., 2018). As Ogden, Hall, and Tanita have suggested, the emergence of multispecies 

ethnography suggests a ‘profound epistemic shift in the humanities and social sciences’ 

(2013: 7). This epistemic shift enables researchers to understand humans through their 

relations with non-human agentive beings (2013). As Donna Haraway has suggested, 

humans and other species are actually ‘becomings’, as various species co-shape each 

other’s lives and form a ‘becoming with’ whole (2008: 19). Thus, the task of 

multispecies ethnography is to ‘trouble easy claims of human superiority through our 
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methods’ (Hamilton and Taylor, 2017: 8). This requires using methods that change our 

ways of thinking, knowing, and representing through a focus on animals (8). 

To conduct ethnographical research, the ethnographer ‘immerses him-or-herself in a 

group for an extended period of time, observing behaviour, listening to what is said in 

conversations both between others and with the field worker, and asking questions’ 

(Bryman, 2016: 423). Ethnography, as a traditional mode of research in the fields of 

anthropology and sociology, is well-suited to placing various non-human species ‘into 

the foreground’ of research (Kirksey and Helmreich, 2010: 545). One strength of 

ethnography is its ability to document ‘nuanced social scenarios’ and consider 

‘seemingly mundane details analytically, and make what is usual, commonplace, and 

familiar appear to be novel and intriguing through their writing’ (Hamilton and Taylor, 

2017: 14, 29). The methodology of ethnography is very useful for investigating 

particular topics, based on daily life practices and detailed descriptions of ‘tracking the 

movements of bodies and things, tracing the contours of this micro-social setting by 

attending to the actions and interactions that produce important effects’ (54). 

Ethnography can be used to manifest, through detailed descriptions, what has been 

ignored and taken for granted. Thus, ethnography is an emancipatory technique, 

designed ‘to give marginalised and powerless groups a chance to be heard’ (174). 

Kirksey and Helmreich open their influential piece of work, ‘the emergence of 

multispecies ethnography’, by announcing that ‘a new genre of writing and mode of 

research has arrived on the anthropological stage: multispecies ethnography’ (2010: 

545). This statement shows that there are two features of ‘multispecies ethnography’ to 

consider: the ‘new mode of research’ and the ‘new genre of writing’. The ‘new mode of 

research’ is exemplified by artworks at the ‘multispecies salon’, where new modes of 

research are adopted through performance art. Similarly, Hamilton and Taylor write 

about visual methods, sensory methods, arts-based methods, and hybrid methods of 

undertaking this new mode of research (2017).  

The other feature of multispecies ethnography is ‘a new genre of writing’. Pacini-

Ketchabaw, Taylor, and Blaise have discussed ways of decentring the human when 
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writing multispecies ethnographies (2016). An author can shift from following the 

human to ‘following the multispecies relations’ (153); from ‘representing other animals 

as objects of study’ to ‘engaging with other animals as active research subjects’ (154); 

from ‘meaning making about’ to ‘learning to be affected by the world’ (157); and from 

‘exclusively human thinking’ to ‘risking thinking collectively with other species’ (162). 

Multispecies ethnography allows researchers to put themselves in the shoes of non-

humans, a practice reflected in the writing. This ‘new genre of writing’ is not necessarily 

based on new research methods. Maurstad, Davis, and Cowles have written a 

multispecies ethnography about rider-horse relationships, based exclusively on the 

traditional method of interviewing people (2013). This study is still multispecies 

ethnography because their writing decentres the human. Using Haraway’s concept of 

‘becoming with’, the authors show how the two species domesticate each other through 

co-being and ‘intra-acting’, revealing the complexity of a relationship that not only 

involves synchronised body kinetics, but also mutual sensations and emotions (2008, 

332).  

As multispecies ethnography is an innovative methodology derived from more 

traditional, human-focussed forms of ethnography.  It has yet to be applied widely, and 

it is too early to determine the extent to which this methodology can be implemented. 

Madden raises a challenge for multispecies ethnography: if there are incommensurable 

differences between species, which cannot be replaced by human commensurability, can 

ethnographers ascertain whether ‘communicative intersubjective trust’ exists between 

animal subjects and human researchers? This ‘trust’ is important as it ensures a faithful 

interpretation of the lives and actions of animal subjects in ethnography (2014: 279). 

Although real difference and incommensurability between species are not easily argued 

away, I support the need to recognise that, at least in some circumstances, difference 

does not lead to incommensurability. Donna Haraway has described how her dog and 

she cooperate precisely in agility, forming a mutual dance (2003). This coordination 

requires good communication and training, indicating that the engaged parties become 

comprehensible to each other (Maurstad, Davis, and Cowles, 2013: 325). The same goes 

for horse riding. Maurstad, Davis, and Cowles have described how riders develop a third 
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language to communicate with horses; any slight pressure in a different position means 

something different to the horse, who learns and knows how to respond (2013). Riders 

develop muscles in the parts of their bodies used to communicate with horses.  

To mutually perform an activity, such as horse riding and agility successfully and 

smoothly, people and animals must share a mutual understanding. A common 

characteristic of dog agility and horse riding is that both are based on a long process of 

interactions and training by humans and non-human animals, designed to accomplish a 

clear aim together. As encounters between ethnographers and animal subjects can be 

brief, and the two parties may not know each other well, it is difficult for researchers to 

be sure that their understanding of animals is correct. Madden (2014) proposes using 

what Shapiro (1990) describes as a method of ‘kinaesthetic empathy’ to understand 

animal subjects: people can sense directly and immediately the animal’s motor intention, 

attitude, or project, not only its physical movement, but also what is significant to the 

animal and how it is experiencing a certain movement (Shapiro, 1990: 185–186). This 

understanding is similar to the way in which a tennis player anticipates an opponent’s 

next shot and prepares for his or her own return (185-186). Similarly, animals are able to 

understand people in non-verbal ways. However, the comparison to tennis assumes that 

the judgment of the other party’s behaviour can have a clear outcome: the player either 

makes the right judgment and catches the ball or does not. In real-life circumstances, 

some understandings of behaviours and moods cannot be proved right or wrong. 

I am aware of the inescapable representation of dogs in my thesis. Apart from my 

subconscious interpretation of dog behaviour through kinaesthetic empathy, I have life 

experience of living with a dog and interaction with various dogs I have met. These have 

contributed to my informal knowledge about dogs. In my fieldwork, I kept a dog, 

Xiaoma, as my research assistant. I learnt about understanding dogs through my 

interactions with Xiaoma18. However, as Madden suggests, I cannot claim that my 

interpretation always escapes anthropomorphism or is always right (2014: 288). What I 

 

18 The detailed role of Xiaoma and his relationship with me will be introduced in later sections. 
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can do is to remain aware of my interpretations of dogs’ behaviours, the potential for 

misunderstanding dogs, and to continue observing and interacting with the dogs to see 

whether I can always ‘catch the ball’ from my dog participants. 

Cudworth reflects upon her adoption of more-than-human methods in her empirical 

study of human-dog companionship; she is convinced that her methods remain human-

centred, despite her efforts to engage dogs in the study (2018). Human talk and 

representation of dogs are inevitably privileged in her data-gathering process, and the 

dogs’ actions sometimes even disrupt her smooth carrying-out of interviews with human 

participants. It is humans who decide ‘what and how to collect data and how to present 

it’ (490). I have considered this issue too. Although I paid special attention to dogs when 

carrying out fieldwork, I still found myself writing much more about what people did to 

dogs and how people conceptualised dogs, than about what dogs did. This is because, in 

specific human-dog relationships, massive and complicated agential conditions are 

imposed on dogs by humans, which are themselves important components of my 

analysis of the human-dog relationship. By contrast, the agency of dogs is limited in 

these relationships (Carter and Charles, 2013). 

Cudworth agrees that the significance of adopting more-than-human methods is to take a 

decentred standpoint, which leads to higher degree of attentiveness and understanding 

(2018: 492–493). In this research, I always keep dogs in mind; their agency in the 

human-dog relationship is the central concern of this study. Dogs have intrinsic 

importance and I am always conscious of the welfare issues and interests of dogs. Dog 

are thus included as subjects, not as objects. Like Maurstad, Davis, and Cowles (2013), I 

include the stories people tell about their dogs in interviews. Although I did not observe 

these dogs’ behaviour directly, their agential conditions and the agency of dogs, in 

relation to human-dog relationships, are reflected in these stories, which convey various 

characteristics of dogs, their own life experiences, and their emotions. Although these 

stories are not told by dogs, they are stories ‘for’ dogs (Hamilton and Taylor, 2017: 

176). To conclude, participant observation and interviews were the main methods I used 

during eleven months of ethnography in Yulin. The details of the methods used in this 
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multispecies ethnography will be introduced in the third section, ‘data-collection 

methods’. 

Insider/Outsider Negotiations  

The insider/outsider debate is profound in sociology, especially in qualitative research 

(Sandra, 2001). It focuses on the question of whether it is more effective to carry out 

fieldwork in researched communities as a community insider or as an outsider (Naples, 

1996: 84). Pro-insider researchers argue that they have easier access to participants and 

are also better placed to identify appropriate research questions; their prior knowledge of 

the field can make them less liable to be misled by participants (Paechter, 2012: 75). 

They question whether outsiders are able to understand adequately the experiences of 

minority groups (Kusow, 2003: 592). Pro-outsider researchers argue that, as strangers to 

the communities they study, researchers have a sharper perception of attitudes and 

circumstances easily taken for granted by insiders; they remain detached from the 

prejudices of the community (Sandra, 2001; Kusow, 2003). They worry that insider 

researchers can be swayed by particular expectations and even accountabilities related to 

the researched community (Paechter, 2012). 

The insider/outsider debate is raised because, in the early stages of anthropology, 

outsider researchers were the ones who travelled long distances to study particular 

communities that they were not members of. However, from the last two decades of the 

twentieth century onwards, there has been a move towards studying groups that 

researchers belong to (Paechter, 2012). When scrutinised, the insider/outsider dichotomy 

is more complicated than it seems. Kusow has reflected on the insider/outsider debate 

from his own immigration research as a supposed insider among Somalian immigrants 

(2003). He found that the insider situation was not fixed, as some social criteria and 

social situations rendered him an outsider. For example, gender criteria in Somalian 

culture result in men being largely segregated from women in daily life; this made him 

an outsider to the group of women participants. Although he was sometimes considered 

an insider, an outsider actually had the advantage of being trusted as the researcher 

better placed to research a certain situation, from a political point of view. He therefore 
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concluded that degrees of ‘outsiderness’ or ‘insiderness’ emerge through a process that 

links the researcher and participants in a collaborative process of meaning-making 

(598). Oriola and Haggerty agree with Kusow about the fluidity of outsider/insider 

categorisation (2012). Oriola identifies himself as an ‘academic homecomer’ to Nigeria, 

following years of study in Canada. Although he has gained access to significant data 

because of his insider identity as a Nigerian, he is also accepted differently because of 

his years abroad. He is treated as a stranger needing protection and guidance (546). At 

the same time, as a member of the Yoruba ethnic group, Oriola faces criticism based on 

the tensions between ethnic groups in the Niger Delta in Nigeria. So he is considered an 

outsider by other ethnic groups. Oriola and Haggerty reveal that insider/outsider status is 

fluid according to different circumstances. 

I agree that the insider/outsider role is fluid and that my role in Yulin was ambiguous. I 

was an insider because I shared the participants’ Chinese nationality and language (apart 

from the local dialect used by older people). The younger generation speaks Mandarin to 

family members; when I was present at an occasion, people spoke Mandarin. However, I 

was an outsider because I came from another part of China. There are cultural 

similarities and also differences between my hometown and Yulin. I would call my role 

as a ‘partial insider’ if ‘insider-outsider’ is seen as a continuum (Ganiel and Mitchell, 

2006). I felt more like an ‘insider’ with certain social groups in Yulin, such as pet-dog 

keepers, because of my own experience of pet-dog keeping in China and my familiarity 

with pet-dog keeping practices. I felt more like an ‘outsider’ with groups of men from 

rural backgrounds
19

 involved in hunting and dogfighting because of the gender 

difference and their different experiences with dogs. I also felt more like an ‘outsider’ 

when people talked about dog-meat eating practices because dog-meat eating was not 

prevalent in my hometown and I was unfamiliar with this practice.  

 

19 I use the phrase ‘men from rural backgrounds’ to include rural men and men with life experience in 
rural areas, who are now working and living in urban areas. The number of men in the latter group is 
large, given the fast urbanisation process in Yulin. 
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When I interact with a particular group of people that I identify with to a certain degree, 

I am aware of and reflective about my position within this insider-outsider fluidity. 

Labaree has suggested that, to understand local culture, an outsider researcher must ‘go 

native’, while insider researchers must distance themselves introspectively from 

phenomena (2002, cited in Paechter, 2012: 75). As a researcher, I always remind myself 

of this dialectic approach: to ‘go native’ when I consider myself an outsider, and to keep 

some distance when I consider myself an insider. ‘Going native’ does not mean 

completely accepting native values; it is simply an attempt and practice to put one’s feet 

in native shoes and to nurture the intention and willingness to behave as local people do, 

in order to better understand the local culture (Peachter, 2012). Ethnographers should 

strive to develop this reflexivity during fieldwork. When I considered myself an insider 

among pet-dog keepers in urban Yulin, I reminded myself to step back, observe how 

people approached dogs, and keep notes about it. At other times, I considered myself 

very different from others because I showed interest in dogs in rural Yulin. When I met 

a dog, I would crouch down and speak to the dog, trying to attract their attention. Some 

dogs resisted my eagerness to touch them and hid away, while other dogs, (or puppies) 

came over to play with me. I realised how different I was from other people when I 

noticed that nobody else played with the dogs. As my fieldwork went deeper and I 

collected more data, I started to understand why people in Yulin behaved differently 

with dogs. As I went more often to the Big Market (where local dogs are sold) and to 

rural areas of Yulin, I began to react in less obvious way when I met dogs, just like other 

people in Yulin. I simply observed attentively how people and dogs coexisted in the 

same space. This approach to ‘going native’ allowed me to understand and experience 

local people’s relationship with dogs. 

I found that different people perceived me as an outsider or an insider, based on the 

social criteria they used. As a researcher, I was sometimes able to mobilise this category 

to be accepted by local people. Because my role as an outsider or insider was very 

ambiguous and fluid, I sometimes played the ‘insider card’ and sometimes the ‘outsider 

card’ in different situations, in order to build a better relationship with people and 
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interest local people in providing useful data and introducing more participants to me 

through a snowballing process. I will introduce these two types of methods below.  

First, I will talk about how I played the ‘outsider’ card to encourage people to participate 

in my study. When people asked me to comment on Yulin, I ardently complimented the 

region, noting that Yulin people were kind-hearted, helpful, and nice, and saying that I 

liked the food, especially rice noodles. I used these compliments to mobilise my identity 

as a trusted and welcomed outsider, with a good relationship with Yulin and its people. 

My identity as a PhD student studying in the UK and doing research in Yulin also 

rendered me an outsider for most people. Many people expressed surprise and disbelief 

when they heard about my educational background. In other words, I had relatively high 

cultural capital, compared to most people, and waited to mobilise and take advantage of 

that. I became a part-time English teacher at an English Teaching Centre to establish 

myself as a professional in Yulin. I worked there for half a year. This job was ideal 

because I only had to work on Sundays and Wednesday nights. I soon found that I was 

respected and welcomed by people because my students were eager to get to know me 

and to share what they knew with me. As they knew I came from another part of China, 

they did not feel the need to alienate me (as I knew little about their own culture), but 

instead were eager to be my guides, showing and explaining their own culture to me. 

The students’ family members were similarly warm-hearted. They loved to interact with 

me. Many of my informants were introduced by students. In fact Hong, a young woman 

who kept a miniature poodle named Eleven, was one of my students. She said that she 

was happy to help by having interviews. My student Xiao Gong was a 16-year-old high-

school girl. As she lived in the rural part of Yulin, I stayed with her during her holidays 

and was introduced to more people and dogs. 

Although I began with the ‘English teaching and learning circle’, the interested 

informants who learned English from me had families and friends in all walks of life. As 

I thought people with an interest in learning English might be more open to Western 

culture, it was essential to build connections with informants from different social 

backgrounds to gain a more balanced understanding of how people related to dogs in 

Yulin. Nevertheless, my professional position as a teacher in Yulin transformed my high 
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cultural capital into social capital; people wanted to associate with me and were willing 

to share what they knew. Some critics may consider it a limitation of the present study 

that I had a power disparity with my informants, given my higher educational 

background (Wolf, 1996). However, I constantly felt relatively powerless, as a female 

researcher in the field waiting for other people to help me accumulate data. By 

becoming a teacher, I put the ‘foot’ of my power into the right ‘shoe’. In other words, by 

teaching students, I was able to help them. This made them eager to provide reciprocal 

help by introducing me to relevant people and getting the research snowball going. 

Other informants introduced by my students and colleagues were eager to help for the 

sake of their friends. 

I will now explain the methods I used to gain insider status. I signified a mutual national 

identity, volunteered at a veterinary practice, kept a pet dog myself, and had a local 

‘surrogate mother’. I began by emphasising to my informants that I was Chinese. When 

I first met Chengyi and Cheng and had dinner at their home, Chengyi asked, ‘Do you 

feel afraid to be alone in such a strange place?’ I said, ‘No, why is there anything to be 

afraid of in our own country?’ She smiled with satisfaction and repeated this story to 

friends when we met again. Chengyi accepted me as an insider because of my response, 

which mobilised our common motherland to justify my insider status; she wanted her 

friends to accept that as well.  

To be regarded as an insider within dog-keeping communities, I applied to volunteer at a 

veterinary practice run by Gan in Yulin. He agreed that I could work as a volunteer at 

his veterinary practice anytime. His customers regarded me as an established figure in 

Yulin, with a professional relationship with Gan. Gan also became my gatekeeper; 

through his practice I got to know his customers and peers from the pet-dog industry, 

who in turn introduced me to their friends. These people all trusted me because Gan 

trusted me and introduced me to them as an insider, his veterinary assistant.  

In order to be perceived as an insider by pet-dog keepers, I decided to keep a research-

assistant dog. Cudworth names this group as a ‘research pack’ (2018: 494). Interested in 
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what it was like to keep a tugou
20

 as a pet, I bought a tugou puppy from a young man in 

rural Yulin and named him Dahua. Unfortunately, Dahua was infected with a serious 

case of canine distemper; he had a brain seizure about every ten minutes and was clearly 

in great pain as he struggled and barked after each seizure. On Gan’s advice, I had him 

put to sleep. This experience was traumatic, and I did not feel ready to keep another dog 

for three months. Then, Gan acquired a miniature poodle abandoned by his keeper, who 

had accidentally stepped on and broken the dog’s hind leg. Gan operated on the leg, and 

I bought the dog from Gan for ¥700 (about £81
21

). I gave him the name Xiaoma. From 

that point on, I was received as a dog keeper in the street and in dog-walking spaces in 

Yulin. I went to Cultural Square and found a fixed group of people who walked their 

dogs there every day. I often walked Xiaoma with other dogs and other dog keepers. 

When I met informants with dogs, Xiaoma ran ahead to greet their dog companions. All 

of the dog keepers treated Xiaoma and me as members of their dog-walking group and I 

addressed them in the same way, getting to know all of the dog walkers. This quick 

acceptance into a dog-walking group confirmed Cudworth’s observation that dogs often 

initiate communication with other dogs and people and that dog-walking communities 

are open to newcomers (2017).  

 

20 Tugou are indigenous dogs in rural Yulin. People generally use them as guard dogs. I will introduce this 
topic in Chapter Four. 
21 ¥ is the symbol for Chinese yuan (CNY).This thesis uses an exchange rate of 8.6 CNY to GBP as an 
average rate for 2017. For other years, I use the roughly average exchange rate for each year. 
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Picture 3.1: Dahua 

 

Picture 3.2: Xiaoma 
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Cudworth discusses how individual research-assistant dogs with different characteristics 

influence the research process in specific ways (2018). The role of a dog assistant is 

very important in shaping the ‘pack research’ process (495). Xiaoma was an energetic, 

lively little dog about one year old. As he was interested in and generally friendly to 

other dogs, it was always Xiaoma who broke the ice with other dog walkers. An 

example of the effect he had is revealed by an experience I had when I first arrived in 

Yulin without a dog. On a square in front of a department store, I saw a young woman 

and a young man playing with a Bichon. I went up and asked the young woman directly 

whether I could interview her. She seemed frightened and startled. Saying that she did 

not speak to strangers, she refused me immediately. This did not happen after I acquired 

Xiaoma because he initiated the conversation for us. After a rapport was developed, I 

would invite fellow dog-walkers to participate in my research, and they would agree to 

do so. In this way, we persuaded 12 people to participate in this research. Xiaoma 

obeyed my ‘come here’ command, even when he was actively engaged in playing with 

other dogs. My informants and I agreed that this was because he was abandoned by his 

previous keeper and lacked a sense of security. Xiaoma’s lively character and 

cooperation helped me carry out my research plans smoothly. On only one occasion, 

Xiaoma wounded Qian’s dog Dianxin slightly in play and she stopped asking me out to 

walk our dogs together. Xiaoma not only helped me with his ‘labour’, he also supported 

my mental health with his company, I was more confident, more lively, and spoke in a 

more natural and relaxed way because I was no longer alone in my fieldwork; I did not 

seem alone, as I always had Xiaoma to interact with (Lane, 2015). 

Another important factor that helped local people accept me as an insider was my 

‘surrogate mother’ Yun from Yulin. I met Yun and developed a close relationship with 

her and her 21-year-old son in a way that was quite personal and not directly related to 

my research; Yun is my mother’s age; she wanted me to be her ‘surrogate daughter’, in 

accordance with local traditions. As my ‘surrogate mother’, Yun was in fact my 

gatekeeper. My initial fieldwork indicated that people in rural Yulin were suspicious of 

strangers; however, if I could prove that I had a private interpersonal connection with a 

local person, I would soon be accepted. I therefore mentioned to the new people I met 
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that I had a ‘surrogate mother’ in Yulin, who supported my research. This identification 

with a member of their community caused people to nod their heads immediately, with 

expressions of understanding and support. Having a ‘surrogate mother’ meant having a 

family in Yulin. I built up a good relationship with Yun’s family; this gave me more 

confidence when facing strangers, especially men, as mentioning my ‘surrogate mother’ 

was a way of saying that I had a family in Yulin to protect me if I was in trouble. I am 

still in contact with Yun and her family and believe that this friendship (or kinship) bond 

will last a long time.  

To conclude, this section discusses two issues related to my outsider/insider situation. 

The first issue was my status in Yulin as an insider, outsider or partial insider and how I 

managed my outsider/insider positioning in different situations. The other issue was the 

way in which I played my ‘outsider/insider’ cards differently, choosing to be regarded 

by Yulin people as either an outsider or an insider to gain access to more informants and 

research opportunities. 

Data-collection methods 

Having established myself in the field, in this section I introduce the four main methods 

that I used to collect data to solve the research questions. These four methods were: 

participant observation and keeping a fieldwork diary, interviews, social-media analysis, 

and secondary data collection. Taken together, these methods formed a multispecies-

ethnography approach that allowed me to study human-dog relationships.  

1. Participant Observation 

Generally speaking, the whole of my eleven-month fieldwork period was dedicated to 

participant observation. I also did one week of pre-fieldwork in Yulin around the 

YLDMF in June, 2016 to gain a rough idea of city life in Yulin and the main ways that 

people related to dogs before entering the field again in November 2016. During the 

fieldwork, I observed the daily life of Yulin citizens in public, the ways in which dogs 

guarded houses in Yulin, how people walked their dogs in the street, how people 

transported their dogs on electronic bikes, and how people talked about dogs in their 
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daily lives. After Xiaoma came to live with me, I observed how people reacted to 

encounters with Xiaoma when we were out walking. I wrote down what I observed as 

soon as I found time to do so, whenever I was alone having lunch or dinner or waiting 

for people. During the day, I noted important points using the smartphone application 

‘Notes’; at home at night I expanded the key points into a proper diary. In this way, I 

kept field notes of my observations every day in the computer application ‘Evernote’. I 

also took photos while observing the city and inserted important pictures into the 

electronic diaries.  

To answer the first two research questions, involving relationship typology and gender 

influence, I carried out participant observations in four different parts of Yulin. First, I 

regularly visited rural areas of Yulin. I visited different villages in rural Yulin for about 

30 days over 25 times. Although I usually spent only the daytime there, it is sufficient 

for me to observe how dogs and people share common space in the countryside. Second, 

I observed and had informal conversations with people who participated in dogfighting 

and hunting. I watched four dogfighting matches and talked informally to dogfight 

watchers and participants. I observed how people dealt with their dogs before and after 

the matches and how fighting dogs were trained in daily life. I also observed how a 

former hunter kept hunting dogs and how he communicated with them. He showed me 

how he hunted in the rice fields. My participants refused to take me for real hunting 

because the men did not want a woman to accompany them. 

Third, I observed how urban pet-dog keepers interacted with their companion dogs, both 

inside and outside the home. As Appendix B shows, in the case of 20 of my 27 

participants, I not only had in-depth interviews with them, but also observed how they 

interacted with their dogs. I went to the homes of 9 participants22 and saw how they 

lived with dogs in their own environments. I also went out with 19 participants and their 

dogs to see their daily routine outside the home. This complemented my interviews with 

 

22 I visited four participants between three and five times, for about two hours each time. I visited the 
homes of the other five participants once, for about two hours each. I also visited the homes of other 
pet-dog keeping informants who did not participate in the interviews. 
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participants because I observed important embodied details that my participants paid no 

attention to. For example, it was a common practice for people to transport their dogs on 

the foot-deck of an e-bike; as they did this from puppyhood onwards, the dogs got used 

to it. Dogs that had not experienced e-bike riding as puppies were afraid of e-bikes and 

refused to be on them. So riding an e-bike with their dogs was an important common 

cooperative performance and experience for most pet-dog keepers. Despite this, no one 

thought to mention e-bike riding in an interview.  

The fourth aspect involved my observations around my research assistant Xiaoma, who 

allowed me to build up an identity as an ordinary dog keeper. Without Xiaoma, I would 

not have attracted the attention of people on the road or learned how people reacted to 

dog-keeping in Yulin. With Xiaoma’s help, I was able to contact people who kept dogs 

as pets and walked them in the park because the people and dogs were generally more 

interested in Xiaoma than in me. I observed how people interacted with Xiaoma and 

interacted with me about Xiaoma. I also shared a residence with my ‘surrogate mother’ 

Yun, for a couple of months, whose only belief about dogs was that they were ferocious. 

I observed how she changed while sharing a common living space with Xiaoma and 

developed an affection for him within about two months.  

I refer to all of the dogs I met in Yulin as dog participants regardless how they perceive 

me. I observed how my dog participants interacted with other dog participants and my 

informants. I also interacted with my dog participants by looking at them, approaching 

them slowly, and observing their reactions. If they seemed interested in me, I would 

summon them to come near, give them some dog food (with the keepers’ permission, or 

if they had no human accompany), and try to stroke them. I observed how they reacted. I 

also observed their physical condition if I could get near to them. The next time I met 

those dogs, I observed how they reacted to my greetings and whether their attitudes had 

changed. 

During my participant observation, I took photos of dogs, people, and their interactions, 

with people’s permission. Such pictures serve as pathways and tools through which we 

can encounter and imagine the world of dogs living with people (Pink, 2013: 39). Visual 
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methods, according to Hamilton and Taylor, help in ‘understanding the human-animal 

world by highlighting the non-verbal elements of interaction’ (2017: 106). Although 

visual methods play a complementary role for my writing about the dogs and their 

interactions with people, these pictures alone had the capacity ‘to make us think more 

deeply about human-animal encounters’ and ‘provoke us to contemplate these very 

encounters in both cognitive and emotive ways’ (104). According to Pink, visual 

ethnography ‘does not claim to produce an objective or truthful account of reality, but 

should aim to offer versions of ethnographers’ experiences of reality that are as loyal as 

possible to the context, the embodied, sensory, and affective experiences, and the 

negotiations and intersubjectivities through which the knowledge was produced’ (2013: 

35). I adopted this approach, using pictures to represent my interpretation of the human-

dog relationship; I hope that this will help my readers arrive at a closer understanding of 

the human-dog relationship. 

An important part of participant observation is asking questions. Although I conducted 

formal interviews with 27 pet-dog owners, through my fieldwork I had contact with 

many more pet-dog keepers, professionals working in industries related to dogs, 

government officials, and people who did not keep dogs. To distinguish between the 

people I interviewed and those I talked to during the participant observation, this thesis 

refers to the former as ‘participants’ and to the latter as ‘informants’. In referring to all 

of the people who shared experience and knowledge with me, I use the term 

‘informants’ in a general sense. I normally communicated with my informants in an 

informal way, during dog walking, a meal together, or even via WeChat23. I also talked 

informally with fighting-dog keepers (six people, including Pang and Haibin), hunting-

dog keepers (eleven people, including Qing and Fangtu), tugou keepers in rural Yulin 

(23 people, including Lu and Zhangshu), and people who did not keep dogs for their 

views on dogs and dog meat. The named people in brackets are key informants.  

 

23 WeChat is social-media software that allows people to send messages to each other.  
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I mainly asked questions that reflected my observations to date. I also allowed my 

informants to say whatever they wanted about dogs. This was a useful approach because 

it enabled them to direct the conversation and talk about topics of interest to them. In 

this way, I pieced together a good picture of what was important to them, rather than 

determining what was important via a predetermined list of interview questions 

(Murchison, 2010: 102). In addition to allowing my informants to talk about anything 

they found interesting, I always tried to discuss or uncover issues related to several areas 

of importance to the formal interviews, including: 1) why my informants kept dogs; 2) 

how my informants defined the relationship; 3) whether emotions were involved in the 

relationship; 4) the history of my informants’ dog keeping; 5) my informants’ attitudes 

towards eating dog meat; and 6) the YLDMF.  

2. Interviews 

‘Interviewing is an active process where interviewer and interviewee through their 

relationship produce knowledge’ (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015: 21). By adopting 

interviews as my research method, I gave my participants an opportunity to reflect on 

their relationships with their dogs and to co-construct with me the meaning of their 

interactions with their dogs. In the interviews, my participants and I not only co-

described the relationship between my participants and their dogs (often the first time 

for the participants to put their experience with dogs into words), but also sought to 

explain how such relationships formed, especially through experiences with dogs and 

meaningful details of their interactions. Through interviews, my participants and I were 

able to make meanings of their past experiences with dogs, the emotions they had felt 

about their dogs, their experience of dog-meat eating and the YLDMF, and ideas and 

emotions related to these issues. Interviews provided a systematic way of exploring 

research questions about the types of relationship formed between humans and dogs, 

whether they were gendered, and people’s views on and experiences of dog-meat eating. 

In addition, observations allow the researcher to pick up important aspects of the 

relationship, which may be taken for granted by human informants. Interviews enable 

the researcher to discover what is meaningful for the human informants; this is also 
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important for understanding the relationships. Thus, interviews and observations 

complemented each other well.  

I conducted formal interviews with 27 pet-dog keepers. Demographic information about 

the participants is listed in Appendix B and the interview schedule is in Appendix C. As 

Tables 3.1–3.3 show, nine more women than men participated in the study. They 

covered a wide age spectrum,24 kept many different breeds of dogs (especially foreign 

breeds),25 and lived in different types of households. The women outnumbered the men 

because I met more women who kept dogs as pets and was able to arrange more 

interviews with women. Women are generally more willing to participate in qualitative 

studies than men (e.g., Charles, 2012, 2014; Cudworth, 2018). I recruited more younger-

generation participants for the same reason. This demographic distribution is in line with 

the findings from basic quantitative studies on pet-keeping in China (Goumin, 2017). 

The interviews took place at the participants’ homes (or in restaurants and bubble-tea 

shops26 when they found it inconvenient to be visited at home). Each interview lasted 1–

2 hours, and all interviews were recorded and transcribed. In addition, all the interviews 

were done during the later stage of the fieldwork, with 16 of them in the last month 

before I left. Thus, before I did interviews with my participants, I was already familiar 

with these people, their dogs, and local cultures, and I had a general picture of human-

dog relationships in Yulin. In this way, I was more sensitive to my participants’ 

responses and was able to respond with deeper questions.  

 

24 I have used 25 and 40 as thresholds to divide the age groups. Age 25 is a rough marker for people to 
get married and establish a career in Yulin; 40 roughly marks the beginning of middle age. 
25 I have a special interest in people keeping tugou as pet dogs. For this reason, I gathered six 
participants who kept tugou. The numbers in Table 3.3 cannot be used as a basis for calculating the ratio 
at which people keep different breed of dogs. 
26 Bubble-tea (also called pearl milk tea) is a sweet drink first produced in Taiwan and has become 
widespread in East and Southeast Asian countries and regions. 
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Table 3.1: Participant Demographic Information 
 Women Men Total 

Age: 16–25 7 5 12 

Age: 26–40 6 3 9 

Age: 41 and above 5 1 6 

Total 18 9 27 

The following chart presents the breeds of dogs that participants were keeping or had 

kept in the past. 

Table 3.2: Dog Breeds Kept by Participants 
Dog Breeds Kept by Participants  Number of Participants 

Tugou 6 

Mixed breed (small) 6 

Miniature poodle 4 

German shepherd 3 

border collie 1 

golden retriever 3 

Pomeranian 2 

bichon frisé 1 

Samoyed 1 

Scottish Terrier 1 

corgi 1 

Labrador 1 
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The following table shows the types of household the participants were living in 

(excluding the dogs). 

Table 3.3: Participant Household Types 
Household Types Number of Participants 

Living alone 7 

With mother and father (and siblings) 7 

With partner (heterosexual) 6 

With partner and children (heterosexual) 6 

With mother, father, and partner 

(heterosexual) 

1 

I did not use formal interviews to investigate other forms of human-dog relationship 

because I found at an early stage that many people in rural areas had little to say about 

their relationships with dogs, apart from ‘dog physiognomy’27. In addition, I found that 

observing and asking informal questions about the five areas above was sufficient for 

data collection. I used interviews to generate data on participants who kept pet dogs for 

three reasons. First, unlike human-dog relationships in rural areas, where humans and 

dogs interact in open spaces that I could observe as a researcher, urban dog keepers 

enjoy more private spaces and lifestyles with their dogs at home. Had I simply visited 

and observed my participants at home, their behaviour would have changed because I 

was an intruder from the outside space. Most people treated me as a guest, and so I 

could not observe how they lived with dogs ordinarily. However, I was able to access 

such information through interviews. Secondly, as mentioned in an earlier section, I was 

an insider in this context because my family kept dogs as pets for six years. I am 

familiar with the form of relationship that people have with pet dogs in China. I 

therefore was able to develop an interview schedule prior to entering the field. Having a 

designed interview schedule made it easier to cover most of the questions I wanted to 

 

27 I will introduce ‘dog physiognomy’ in Chapter Six. 
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ask. It also allowed me to compare people’s answers, noting patterns and themes that 

emerged from their responses to the same questions.  

I asked the participants about their motivation for keeping dogs, their emotional 

relationship with dogs, their life histories in relation to dog keeping, their knowledge of 

dogs, their views on traditional ideas about dogs and the need for stronger dog-

protection laws, their experience of media and information about dogs and dog-related 

social networks, their views on neutering, tail docking, and euthanasia, and their views 

on dog-meat eating and the YLDMF. I was aware that the ‘strict use of an interview 

schedule can produce rather formal exchanges and close the door to potential research 

avenues that emerge during the course of research’ (Murchison, 2010: 107). So, in 

addition to asking questions from the schedule, I also encouraged my informants to talk 

about whatever they wanted to talk about, and I listened to them attentively. If I was 

interested in a topic they raised, I asked more questions about it. 

I recruited participants through different networks to ensure that my sample included 

people from different social groups. For example, dog walkers who regularly visit 

Cultural Square may be more responsible dog keepers than people who lock up their 

dogs at home. For such reasons, the relationships can differ. I therefore approached pet-

dog keepers in multiple ways, via dog walking, vet practices, introductions from friends, 

and people I knew from other events. The interviews represent an important part of this 

multispecies ethnography because the participants and I were able to co-explore the 

deep meanings around dog keeping and dog-meat eating. These explorations enabled me 

to better understand various facets of human-dog relationships in Yulin.  

3. Social-Media Analysis 

During the second decade of the twenty-first century, the Internet has become a mass 

phenomenon and part of everyday life, largely taken for granted (Hine, 2015). In the 

time of social media and the Internet, ‘experience’ can be constructed in many ways, 

including ‘mediated forms of experiences’, for ethnographers to explore (21). Relevant 

experience may include online/offline experiences or a combination of the two as a 

research route for social-media ethnography, as proposed by Postill and Pink (2012). 
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Although it is important for ethnographers to have face-to-face contact with participants, 

online communications allow them to communicate as others do and learn through 

shared experience, which is also important (Madden, 2014). Skågeby has pointed out 

that the technical means to record transient conversations make it possible to collect 

social data from virtual communities (2011: 410).  

Many of my informants share stories about their dogs on social-media accounts. Many 

participants were involved in online discussions about dogs in social-media groups. In 

other words, people’s lives with dogs are entangled with online presentation and 

discussion. These data reveal integral parts of people’s understanding of human-dog 

relationships in Yulin that are worth exploring. Thus, the Internet and social-media data 

are an important resource for this type of multispecies ethnography on human-dog 

relationships. 

The dominant form of social media used in Yulin is WeChat, where people can send 

each other messages, form discussion groups, and share words, short videos, or pictures 

on their WeChat Moments28. In addition to WeChat, I also used QQ social-media 

software and Weibo, the Chinese counterpart of Twitter, to follow accounts about dogs 

as pets. It was easy for me to join the WeChat accounts of my informants, given that 

social media are becoming part of people’s lives and identities in China. It has become a 

‘taken-for-granted means of being and doing, socialising, shopping, and passing time, 

rather than a marked activity of going on to the Internet.’ (Hine, 2015: 8). Via WeChat, 

my participants sent me pictures and videos of their dogs. This was especially important 

when I was conducting research on hunting dogs, as the men involved in hunting 

preferred to send me videos of the hunting process to help me understand it. The hunters 

refused to take me on a proper hunt; without a hunting certificate, it would have been 

illegal for me to go hunting. This would be discussed further in Chapter Six. 

 

28 WeChat Moments is a WeChat function that people can use to share information with all (or a 
selected group of) their WeChat friends. 
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As a dog keeper (of Xiaoma) in Yulin, I also joined WeChat groups with a pet-keeping 

theme. The main WeChat groups were ‘Yulin pet-loving group’, ‘101 pet home’, and 

‘You He Me dog training group’. These three groups had 441, 433, and 304 members 

respectively29. I also joined smaller dog-walking groups: the ‘Cultural Square dog-

walking group30’ and the ‘Single Dog group’. I was a member of a WeChat group 

known as ‘tugou trade’, which often discussed hunting tugou. I also joined the QQ 

group,31 ‘meat-dog-keeping techniques exchange’, in which people discussed their 

willingness (or inability) to breed dogs for their meat. During the research process, I 

followed discussions online and saw people posting in their WeChat Moments; the 

content reflected important aspects of their relationships with dogs in Yulin. I used 

WeChat and QQ, alongside my daily life in the field, as a form of online observation 

(Skågeby, 2011). When I found an interesting online conversation, I used ‘screenshots’ 

to record the data (Skågeby, 2011). The screenshots were added to my field notes as a 

separate document. I will discuss the ethical implications of this practice in the last 

section of this chapter. 

Social media has transformed the traditional way of doing fieldwork. WeChat allowed 

some of my informants to update their experiences with dogs32 after my fieldwork 

ended, while I was writing the thesis. My informants also posted pictures and stories 

about their dogs in Wechat Moments and this information appeared in my news feed. I 

chose to consider this information at the analysis stage. Firstly, I believe it is ethical to 

stay in touch with informants who became my friends and to hear news about their dogs, 

whom I was interested in and cared for. Secondly, I found that I needed more 

information to answer questions that arose during my analysis. I therefore conducted 

short and informal follow-up interviews with my informants via WeChat. For example, I 

 

29 These numbers (which change constantly) were recorded on 15 March 2019. 
30 This group was dissolved later as a result of a conflict. I heard that one person claimed to have been 
bitten by a dog, while others did not believe the story. 
31 QQ is social-media chatting software, similar to WeChat. 
32 This is inevitable, as social media allow researchers to stay in touch with their informants. I saw my 
informants’ posts in WeChat Moments. Once in a while, I talked to those I had closer relationships with 
about their dogs and other content. 



81 
 

asked some informants to recall the childhood games they played in rural areas to assess 

whether those games were gendered or related to dogs. I asked Caimin to clarify a story 

about her former dog, Apple, and learned that Huangzi, another participant, had 

established the first small-animal-rescue organisation in Yulin in 2018. The important 

role played by social media in my research reflects a general trend for researchers to 

engage in qualitative research through social media (e.g., Cockrill and Liu, 2013). 

4. Secondary Data Collections 

Murchison notes that material cultural artefacts can be used as secondary data in 

ethnographic studies. Humans in all cultural and social contexts produce objects that can 

be considered dense representations of society and culture (2010: 160). These cultural 

objects can include written documents and local records, which should be treated as 

artefacts because the document authors and the ‘contexts of production’, including 

‘purpose or message and intended audience’ are important factors to consider in relation 

to documents (160). With this in mind, I visited the Yulin and Guangxi Libraries33 to 

conduct research in their archives. In particular, I studied the Guangxi Big 

Encyclopaedia, Guangxi Chorography: Records of People’s Life (Ancient Time – 2000), 

Guangxi Statistical Yearbook: 2015, Yulin Records, and Yulin Folk Beliefs to gain a 

better understanding of Yulin society. These books offered vivid descriptions and 

statistical accounts of people’s lives in Yulin and Guangxi throughout history. Such 

secondary data enabled me to develop a historical understanding of various aspects of 

Yulin society, including the ethnicity of people living in Guangxi and Yulin, the cultures 

they came from, and the major foods consumed in Guangxi before and after China’s 

Reform and Opening-up policy in 1978. 

I also read Chinese online news reports about the YLDMF. These reports helped me 

understand the arguments that took place during festivals between dog-welfare 

protectors and local dog-meat eaters. The news stories provided an important 

representation of social events that took place in Yulin, documenting an important social 

 

33 Guangxi Library is in Nanning, the capital city of the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. 



82 
 

change. These news reports and documents are examples of historical sources, 

emphasised by Murchison as important, which provide evidence of ‘significant 

historical continuity or change’ (2010: 163). Historical records were useful in detailing 

larger socio-economic changes in Yulin and Guangxi, which set the scene for my 

analysis of disparate patterns of human-dog relationships. The secondary documents that 

I read and used were essential for resolving one of the research questions for this thesis: 

‘What cultural and socio-economic changes in China have influenced the relationship 

between people and dogs?’ The use of secondary data from local records was an 

important aspect of the ethnographic methods applied in this study. 

Data Analysis 

O’Reilly comments that data analysis means ‘making sense of’ data (2012: 186). ‘It 

means sorting, summarizing, organizing, and translating. It is standing back to find out 

non-obvious patterns, drawing conclusions that could be generalized, and turning a mass 

of data into coherent argument’ (186–187). When the fieldwork was finished, I had 

three categories of data: recordings of interviews, a research diary (fieldwork notes), and 

secondary data. The fieldwork notes included three forms of data: words, pictures, and 

Internet screenshots. I began by transcribing the interviews and documenting them in 

‘Evernote’. Next, I put the interview transcripts, field notes, and secondary data into the 

qualitative data-analysis software ‘Nvivo’, which allowed me to code pictures and 

screen shots, as well as words.  

During the coding, I read through the field notes in chronological order several times 

and found topics in every day’s notes. For some days, the notes covered several topics, 

while others focused on a single topic. I selected text related to a particular topic, 

colour-coded the text, and made notes to describe the topic in the window below the 

coded text window. The topics (‘nodes’ in Nvivo) are recorded; it is easy to link texts on 

the same topic to the same ‘node’. I carried out the same process with interview 

transcripts, collected documents, and news reports. After coding all of the collected data, 

I reviewed the ‘nodes’ and grouped them into larger themes related to the research 

questions. For example, the ‘nodes’ entitled ‘scavengers’ and ‘dirtiness’ belonged to the 
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larger theme of ‘rural guard-dog keeping’. The documents and news reports had a 

separate set of ‘nodes’, categorised under the theme of Yulin’s socio-economic and 

cultural background. Other ‘nodes’ around the theme of ‘cultural background’ emerged 

from the field notes and interview transcripts; these were combined with the secondary 

data. I compared the themes and rearranged them to develop arguments that fit together 

in a logical way (Ezzy, 2002: 86). 

Ethics 

As an ethnographer, I adhere to the ethical guidelines produced by the Association of 

Social Anthropologists of the UK & Commonwealth34, and the British Sociological 

Association35. I would like to talk about two ethical concerns in particular. The first is 

the fact that I did not defend powerless dogs in some human-dominant, oppressive 

relationships with them; the second is the issue of consent in some aspects of my 

fieldwork. I will talk about these in turn. 

1. Ethical Dilemmas of Intervention 

In the book Feminist Dilemmas in Fieldwork (Wolf, 1996), several authors discuss how, 

as researchers and feminists, they have to conform to the patriarchal cultures and rules 

of the communities they study; this echoes my own experience. Wolf explains that 

women researchers, especially ethnographers, often use the technique of cultural 

immersion to become less intrusive (9). She points out that, regardless of race, women 

researchers feel more pressured than men to conform to local gender norms; this can 

create difficulties and dilemmas for feminist researchers working in highly patriarchal 

settings (8). For example, Wolf notes that unmarried female fieldworkers may feel 

pressure to be married. This was exactly what happened to me. Some male informants 

asked my age, urged me to get married, and tried to persuade me to have children soon. 

 

34 Ethical guidelines of Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK & Commonwealth: 
www.theasa.org/ethics/guidelines 
35 Ethical guidelines of the British Sociological Association: https://www.britsoc.co.uk/ethics 
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Although I felt uncomfortable about this, I just smiled and said I would consider their 

suggestions, in order to maintain a good relationship. 

Many researchers keep silent and conform to patriarchal norms during fieldwork to 

carry on their research smoothly. Berik (1996) conducted participant-observation 

research by interviewing women weavers in villages in Turkey; during this time, she had 

to conform to patriarchal norms, mainly by being accompanied by her husband or father 

to emphasise her identity as a daughter and wife. I want to make two points in relation to 

these issues. First, I agree with Berik about the relative powerlessness of women 

researchers in relation to male participants in research fields with patriarchal or sexist 

social structures or norms. Wolf has argued that academic researchers have power, in 

relation to researched participants, as researchers are associated with privileged social 

classes, higher educational backgrounds, race and nationality, and the ability to 

ultimately leave the research site (1996). She also points out that researchers extend 

their power or dominance through post-fieldwork writing and publications (1996). 

However, my own experience of working with participants featured contrasting power 

relations in specific contexts. The participants were in a position of power because they 

have the freedom to choose whether they cooperate with me without much pressure 

while I experienced higher pressure to treat everyone as nicely as possible without much 

bargaining power. Wolf talks about researchers giving gifts or money to compensate 

participants for their vulnerable status as a way of achieving reciprocity (1996). By 

contrast, I found myself offering dinner to my participants as an incentive for them to 

cooperate with me. 

Meanwhile, like many of my participants, I was also a dog keeper in Yulin. As I 

observed them, they could also observe me. Some suggested ways to look after Xiaoma, 

including what feed him, how long to walk him, how often to give him a bath, and how 

to correct his ‘misbehaviours’, such as urinating indoors. How Xiaoma looked and 

behaved determined whether I was a ‘good’ keeper. Like other dog keepers, I was under 

everyone’s ‘gaze’ and subject to ‘friendly judgements’ and ‘kind advice’. In addition, 

post-fieldwork publications can put the participants in a powerless position, but we need 
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to notice that in the era of social media, the power dynamics can be less predictable 

(Leong et al., 2019). 

In addition, I experienced sexual and other predation that I could not repel as strongly as 

I would have liked for fear of jeopardising my research. For example, two participants 

borrowed money from me. I found myself unable to refuse them, and they never 

returned the money. A male informant asked me to go to a hotel with him after we had 

lunch together. I refused, feeling insulted and wounded. Another married male 

informant asked me to go to a film with him so that we could do ‘something special’ in 

the cinema. I refused, but had to suppress negative feelings and pretend that no sexual 

harassment had occurred. I did not feel safe at dogfighting events, where most of the 

participants were men engaged in illegal gambling. All of these examples reflect my 

vulnerable position as a woman researcher interacting with men in the field. 

The second point is more important. I faced a dilemma over whether to appear to accept 

the exploitation and harming of dogs, and whether to intervene in unhealthy human-dog 

relationships. As feminists are sensitive to the sexist relationships they encounter in 

fieldwork, I am sensitive towards activities that harm dogs. Personally, I have developed 

good relationships with two dogs and I feel love towards dogs in general. This made me 

tremble when I saw killed dogs hanging in front of market stalls and restaurants. I also 

felt uncomfortable when I saw people kicking dogs who approached them in rural Yulin. 

My feeling of discomfort reached an extreme when I watched a dogfight and saw blood 

gushing out of a dog’s neck. It made me extremely sad to see the wounded dogs in the 

stadium. This repellent feeling became a kind of embodied vomit reflex, so that I almost 

vomited during the dogfighting. Another practice that makes me uncomfortable is eating 

dog meat; it was difficult when participants, who were very nice and eager to help me 

and loved dogs of their own, also ate dog meat. Although I told them that I did not eat 

dog meat, I did so in a friendly way, without voicing my own views on eating dog meat.  

Despite my personal disapproval of activities that I identify as obviously detrimental to 

dogs, I positioned myself as an open-minded ethnographer trying to understand social 

phenomena rather than making moral judgments. I found through my fieldwork that 
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those informants who most easily adopted the view that loving dogs is a Western 

discourse filled with imperialist meanings are those who have the least positive 

experiences with dogs. In a similar way, I found that those who impose judgements on 

Yulin dog-meat eaters regarding them as barbarians have the least interest in getting to 

know how life is organised in Yulin today and in the past. Without an effort to 

understand and good sources of information to achieve understanding, people are 

constrained by their own views and prejudices. This forms an unresolvable conflict with 

the potential to expand into other areas, leaving the problem of systematic dog harming 

unresolved. My intention with this thesis is to provide an analysis of different kinds of 

human-dog relationships in their social contexts, to locate these relationships in larger 

processes of social and cultural transformation, and to provide a basis for further 

exploration of effective strategies for political action in favour of dogs.  

To achieve this goal, I kept my own opinions out of discussions with my informants, 

focusing on their ideas. I presented an open-minded, curious, enthusiastic, and friendly 

attitude to every informant. A condition that enabled me to do this was that I never 

needed to engage with people who had different (or conflicting) attitudes towards and 

relationships with dogs at the same time. This relates to the social divisions between 

groups of people with different relationships with dogs. I put a lot of effort into getting 

to know my informants through their life experience as a whole, including those not 

directly linked to relationship with dogs. I paid particular attention to people with views 

that differed from mine, trying to understand them and exploring the reasons behind 

their views by asking challenging questions in a non-offensive way. For example, I 

managed to repress my urge to vomit so that I could finish watching the dogfight and 

talk about it with my informants. I asked the dogfight players politely in a relatively 

relaxed tone whether they thought that dogfights were cruel. When they explained that 

American pit bulls felt less pain than other dogs and were natural fighters, I tried to see 

the dogs from their perspective. Because I maintained a respectful attitude, the dogfight 

players were happy to show me dogfights and the process of training fighting dogs. I 

asked other participants, in a friendly and polite way, why they ate dogs when they 
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loved their own dogs. I thanked them wholeheartedly for giving me answers that made 

me understand their reasoning. 

As a single researcher in Yulin, I did not expect my actions to bring about a significant 

change in the fate of dogs, especially when other activists have failed to do so. This 

failure suggests that preceding further activism, a basic understanding of why local 

people persist in the practice of dog-meat eating and the social context of human-dog 

relationships in which it takes place is needed. This is what I present in this thesis. 

However, witnessing dogs being harmed made me feel sad and helpless. This feeling of 

discomfort enabled me to stay alert throughout the fieldwork process. I was able to 

observe situations attentively, while keeping notes about how the dogs were treated. I 

was always careful to choose the right questions to ask. In this way, I was able to collect 

the data I needed to understand different types of human-dog relationship. Besides, it 

should be noted that my personal pro-dog standpoint had an implicit role in the research 

process, in framing the questions to ask, the phenomena I found interesting, the 

viewpoints that made the deepest impressions on me, and in my analysis of the data.  

2. Consent 

During and after my fieldwork, I was concerned about gaining the consent of my 

informants to the research and ensuring data confidentiality. Generally, I would reveal 

my identity as a PhD student researcher to anyone I met or was introduced to not long 

after we knew each other. I would explain that I was in Yulin to learn about the local 

culture, human-dog relationships, and the YLDMF. When we became familiar with each 

other, I would invite them to be my informants by asking them to help me understand 

more about human-dog relationships here. I usually kept these procedures in mind but 

found opportunities for these topics to come about smoothly. But it was impossible to 

ask for consent from everyone I met in fieldwork because some encounters were brief 

but thought-provoking. Regardless of whether I would write down these experiences in 

this thesis, they influenced my understanding of human-dog relationships in Yulin. For 

interviews, I used a consent form (Appendix D) to formalise the consent from my 

participants. I used pseudonyms for both people and dogs in my research to ensure the 
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confidentiality and anonymity of informants. My informants do not have special 

identities that are easy to spot using ‘clues’ in the writing. Some pictures reveal the faces 

of informants with their consent. I have also used photos taken by my informants with 

their consent. 

I collected data from WeChat groups and a QQ group that I belonged to. A member of 

each online group invited me into the group after learning that I was researching human-

dog relationships so I want to learn about it from the group. Other members of the 

group, whom I did not know in real life, did not know that I was a researcher observing 

their conversations. Although the members who invited me to join online groups knew 

my research aims, I worked as a covert ethnographer in these groups. As Skågeby has 

argued, a hidden approach to online observation is defensible if it used as a 

supplementary, rather than primary, method of data gathering (2011: 416). If used as 

supplementary method that does not deal with individuals or sensitive data, but enables 

the researcher to confirm insights about ways of conduct in a general sense, a hidden 

approach can be justified (416). Bruckman also writes, in Ethical Guidelines for 

Research Online (2002), that the researcher may freely quote and analyse online 

information without consent if it is officially and publicly archived, no password is 

required for archive access, no site policy prohibits it, and the topic is not highly 

sensitive. This was exactly the case with my online observations. First, I used this 

approach as a supplementary method, to confirm my research findings; second, I did not 

engage with individuals or sensitive data, just common topics discussed in an open and 

informal way; third, as suggested by Paul Spicker, the observation of public events does 

not necessarily require consent from the observed public (2007). When a stranger joins a 

WeChat group, the system reminds users to be careful because this person is not a friend 

of any other member of the group. Online groups are open to the public. Anyone can 

join them easily by scanning a public QR code36 without a passcode or being invited by 

another, as I was. Members accept that there are all kinds of people in WeChat groups 

 

36 The QR (Quick Response) code is the digitalised link or website of an online group, different from a 
passcode. No passcode is required once people have scanned the QR code to link to the online group. 
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and people may have different reasons for joining or viewing the chat. Members of 

WeChat groups know that what they say could be recorded by other people for their 

own purposes. In other words, the WeChat group was a relatively public, open setting 

where it was not necessary to tell each member of the group that I was a researcher. 

I also had ethical responsibilities towards my research assistant, Xiaoma, a miniature 

poodle. In a sense, I used him as an instrument to place myself among other dog walkers 

as an insider. It was impossible for him to give informed consent. However, I also 

treated him as a companion whom I cared about. I was careful to feed him well and I 

made sure to walk him every day for more than an hour. I also found friends for him to 

play with. I did not bring Xiaoma back to the UK because according to the law in the 

UK, I could not directly bring to UK a dog from China as a country that has not 

eliminated rabies. I would have had to keep Xiaoma segregated for six months before I 

could live with him in the UK. Instead, I found a person in Yulin who liked dogs and 

she adopted Xiaoma. She said that Xiaoma was a good companion for her and her 

mother; once in a while she sends me photos and videos of Xiaoma. 

Conclusion 

As my subject of study is everyday, taken-for-granted, and possibly mundane dog-

human relationships, multispecies ethnography has provided a good perspective. It has 

enabled me to focus not only on humans, but also on dogs and their daily interactions 

with humans. I undertook this multispecies ethnography with a mix of insider/outsider 

status because I was an insider in relation to some types of human-dog relationships and 

an outsider in relation to other types. I conducted this multispecies ethnography with a 

mix of feelings towards humans and dogs. I was worried about the situation of many 

dogs, and sad about the dilemma of caring about dogs while not taking action to 

improve their situation. I enjoyed pet-dog walking activities and the company of my 

research assistant, Xiaoma. I tried to maintain an open attitude to understand those I did 

not agree with from their own perspectives. I also needed to handle the anger and 

disgust I felt as a victim of sexual harassment. 
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I carried out this multispecies ethnography using a combination of methods that 

explored the human-dog relationship from different angles. Through participant 

observation and visual methods, I was able to focus on taken-for-granted details of 

interactions between people and dogs, which people might not mention during 

interviews. During the interviews, I heard detailed stories about people and their dogs 

and how the people interpreted them. This gave me an in-depth understanding of 

human-dog relationships. Through the social-media analysis, I learned how dog keepers 

communicated and saw dog-related information being circulated online. Through 

collecting documents and news reports, I learned about the socio-cultural and economic 

background of human-dog relationships in Yulin; these will be discussed in the next 

chapter. I will analyse different types of human-dog relationships in Chapters 5–8.  
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Chapter Four: Introducing Yulin 

This chapter sets the scene for analysing various relationships between people and dogs 

in Yulin. Like other parts of China, Yulin has experienced dramatic changes in its social 

and cultural landscape since the 1980s. Human-dog relations in Yulin are deeply 

embedded in these social, economic, and cultural dynamics. How people do gender and 

the connotations of masculinities and femininities also relate to the broader social 

background. Thus, before analysing various types of human-dog relationships, this 

chapter will explain the socio-economic and cultural context of these relationships. 

This chapter consists of four sections. The first includes a brief introduction to Yulin 

and a discussion of the major social changes associated with the modernisation and 

urbanisation process in Yulin. Based on this backdrop, the next two sections discuss two 

sets of cultures that have coexisted during the modernisation process: the indigenous and 

the Western. The second section looks at the traditional indigenous food culture and 

ideas about dogs in Yulin, some of which have played a role throughout modernisation 

process. Section Three examines cultural influences from the West and how they 

influence dog keeping in Yulin. Section Four explains how a specific event, the 

YLDMF, developed within this broader social and cultural context and how the 

contentions were dynamic in local Yulin with different parties playing different roles in 

it. Introducing the YLDMF provides a basis for further understanding how it influences 

human-dog relationships in Yulin. 

The Modernisation of Yulin 

This section provides a basic introduction to Yulin and the major changes that have 

resulted from the current modernisation process. Yulin is a city in the Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region of Southwest China. The red point in Picture 4.1 shows where 

Yulin is on the map of China (State Bureau of Surveying and Mapping, 2008). In China, 

a city is further divided into districts and counties, and a district or county can be 

composed of urban and rural areas. Yulin governs Yuzhou District (the city centre of 
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Yulin), Fumian District, Beiliu City at County Level, Rong County, Luchuan County, 

Bobai County, and Xingye County. Each county (or Beiliu City at County Level) has an 

urban area as its business centre, but most of the land is rural. There are 12 ethnic 

minority groups in Guangxi; in Yulin, the vast majority of the population are Han 

people (Guangxi Big Encyclopaedia Editing Committee, 2008: 1005). Yulin includes a 

basin surrounded by mountains and hills. The total area of Yulin takes up 12,838 square 

kilometres (Wang, 2007), and the size of the basin in the centre is 637 square kilometres 

(Yulin Records Editing Committee, 1993: 100). The forest coverage of Yulin was 54.2% 

in 2008 (Guangxi Big Encyclopaedia Editing Committee, 2008: 1005), much more than 

the average for the whole of China, which was 12.98% in 1990 (Yulin Records Editing 

Committee, 1993: 254). The climate of Yulin is the typical tropical monsoon climate of 

South Asia (Guangxi Big Encyclopaedia Editing Committee, 2008: 1005).  

 

Picture 4.1: Yulin on a map of China  
(State Bureau of Surveying and Mapping, 2008) 
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Local records show that Yulin, and all of Guangxi, has had extremely weak economic 

foundations for a long time. This has had a profound influence on people’s life 

experiences. According to research, the average consumption of meat in a rural 

household of 5 people in Guangxi in 1947 was less than one kilogram per month 

(Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Local Chorography Editing Committee, 2011: 

4). People lived in crude houses made mostly of mud, with almost no furniture inside 

(not even beds); people slept on wooden boards (4). When the People's Republic of 

China (PRC) was founded in 1949, Guangxi was so poor that many people ate only 

sweet-potato porridge and rice porridge, with some pickles (156). The economic 

situation improved slightly during the early years of the PRC, but fluctuated at a low 

level throughout The Great Leap Forward (1958–1960)37 and the Cultural Revolution 

(1966–1976). In 1972, the average annual income per capita in rural areas was only 

¥63.43 (about £11.3) in Guangxi (5).  

The turning point came in 1978, when the Reform and Opening-up Policy was adopted 

in China. Generally speaking, this policy replaced the nation’s planned economy with a 

market economy to a certain extent, stimulating production in both rural and urban 

areas. In rural areas, the policy ended the mode of production where all cultivated land 

was managed by production teams in a centralised way as part of communes and began 

to allocate contracted land to individual households. Peasant farmers were free to decide 

what to plant, and responsible for their own business profits and losses. In urban areas, 

many state-owned enterprises were privatised or contracted to individuals. Individuals 

were encouraged to establish and develop privately-owned enterprises. The market, 

rather than central government policies, guided what was produced and what quantity to 

produce. Layoffs and bankruptcy have been introduced, enabling enterprises to adapt to 

the market economy. In terms of opening up, China allows foreign direct investment and 

 

37 The Great Leap Forward is sometimes documented as having occurred between 1958 and 1962. This 
national campaign aimed to catch up with the economic level of Western countries. However, the 
campaign exaggerated production and wasted resources, causing poverty and famine. 
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encourages trade with foreign countries. In 2001, China joined the WTO, and its foreign 

trade and foreign direct investments both increased. 

Here I discuss the rapid economic growth, progress in education, urbanisation, and 

industrialisation that have occurred in Yulin since 1978, which are the main aspects of 

the modernisation process in Yulin. They also reflect the realisation of the ‘Four 

Modernisations’ (industrialisation, agriculture, national defence, and science and 

technology), a guideline from Chinese Communist Party for China since the 1960s 

(Xinhua News Agency, 2009).  

Firstly, the Reform and Opening-up Policy led to high GDP38 development in China 

after 1978, especially after China joined the WTO in 2001. Chart 4.1 (The World Bank, 

2019) shows China’s annual GDP in trillions of US dollars from 1960 to 2017. Since the 

1980s, and more obviously since the 1990s, China’s GDP has rocketed. Chart 4.2 shows 

the annual GDP of Yulin from 1978 to 2014 in billion yuan (Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region Statistics Bureau, 2015: 544). We can see from the shape of the 

line that Yulin’s economic-development trend is similar to that of China as a whole: 

from 1990 onwards, Yulin has experienced rapid growth in GDP.  

  

 

38 Gross Domestic Product is used to measure the value of all final goods and services produced in a time 
period. 
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Chart 4.1: Annual GDP of China 

  

 
Chart 4.2: Annual GDP of Yulin 

 

In 1986, the average annual income per capita in rural areas of Guangxi reached ¥316 

(about £62.5), five times the 1972 figure (Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Local 

Chorography Editing Committee, 2011: 6). It then grew to ¥1446.14 (about £109.7) in 

1995 (7). Meat consumption increased sharply during this period. From 1985 to 1990, 

the consumption of pork increased by 23.92% and the consumption of domestic poultry 

increased by 36.84% (276). At the same time, the percentage of total life expenditure on 
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food decreased quickly for the rural population of Yulin. In 1978, 71.21% of the rural 

population’s total expenditure was on food, which dropped to 61.28% in 1995 and to 

55.44% in 2000 (152). However, this change in consumption structure is still recent; 

most of my informants between the ages of 30 and 60 spent their childhoods in a not-yet 

commercialised or urbanised environment. Few had toys, books, or TV programmes. 

For older generations, childhood was a time of food shortages, and meat shortages in 

particular, as some of my older informants told me. 

Secondly, the proportion of young people being educated in Yulin has risen rapidly in 

recent years. Most of my informants had relatively low levels of education, especially 

those over 40. As shown in Table 4.3 (Yulin Records Editing Committee, 1993: 166), 

education attainment in Yulin grew rapidly from 1964 to 1990, while the rate of 

illiteracy decreased sharply. In 1990, about 44.5% of the population had elementary-

level education; only about 8.6% of the population had graduated from high school or 

above. 

Table 4.3: Education Attainment in Yulin (unit: person/thousand people) 
 Undergraduate 

level 

High-

school 

level 

Middle-

school 

level 

Elementary-

school level 

Illiteracy or semi-

illiteracy above 15 

years old 

1964 1.8 10.9 52.2 408.0 26.6 

1982 3.8 71.8 181.5 412.0 12.7 

1990 8.3 78.1 213.6 445.6 8.1 

This low level of education reflects a lack of educational resources and infrastructure 

(964). It may also reflect a lack of willingness on the part of parents (especially in rural 

families) to have their children educated. Literacy and higher levels of education are not 

relevant for generations of peasant farmers confined to their fields. However, education 

has acquired more importance as economic growth has created more job opportunities in 

urban areas, requiring higher levels of education. Although I did not find data on 

education structures in recent years, a report from the mayor of Yulin shows that in 2019 

Yulin had 3419 schools (elementary, middle, and high schools), among which, 752 were 
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established between 2012 and 2019 (Information Office of Guangxi Zhuang 

Autonomous Region Government, 2019). In addition, in 2019, 95.8% of school-age 

children finished middle school (ibid.). These numbers indicate a major change in the 

education level of the Yulin population. 

Thirdly, the fast growth of GDP in Yulin was accompanied by rapid urbanisation39. 

Yulin Records show that, in 1963, the urban population was 5.47% of the whole 

population; in 1990, the urban population was just 10.57% of the whole population 

(Yulin Records Editing Committee, 1993: 157). In 1990, 81.76% of the population were 

peasants or farmers and 7.37% were workers. In addition, 3.86% of the population 

worked as technicians and 3.66% were business people working in commerce (168). 

Thus, the vast majority of people were peasant farmers and Yulin was an agricultural 

city. Chart 4.4 illustrates the changing urban and rural population in Yulin in recent 

years (Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Statistics Bureau, 2015). The urbanisation 

rate was 32.3% in 2005 and this figure rose to 45.6% nine years later, in 2014. As the 

chart shows, the urbanisation rate is still quite low, but increasing quickly. It is 

important to know that migrant workers living temporarily in urban Yulin but retaining 

their hukou40 in rural areas are counted within the rural population. This phenomenon 

will be discussed later. Here we should note that the actual urban population is much 

higher than presented in Chart 4.4 as transferring hukou registration in China is largely 

restricted (Wong, 2015).  

 

39 The urbanisation rate is the urban population divided by the total population in a certain place. 
40 Hukou is China’s household registration system; people are registered as either urban or rural. 
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Chart 4.4: Urban & Rural Populations in Yulin 

 

The fast expansion of urban parts of Yulin is revealed in the design of city spaces. The 

size of Yulin is 12,838 square kilometres, including established city areas of 48.14 

square kilometres in 2008 (Guangxi Big Encyclopaedia Editing Committee, 2008: 1005) 

and 66.6 square kilometres in 2014 (Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Statistics 

Bureau, 2015: 367). This shows that the urban area increased in size by 38.3% over six 

years. My participant Ma, who lived in downtown Yulin, told me that twenty-five years 

before (in about 1992), the place where she lived was still rural crop fields, and the city 

of Yulin was a few streets in the centre of Yulin. Even now, in the supposedly urban 

parts of Yulin, there are villages surrounded by urban streets. In these villages, people 

keep the lifestyle of rural areas. They build their own houses, just as people do in rural 

Yulin. Some families keep chicken and ducks and others grow vegetables on small 

patches of land. Some families keep tugou, as rural families do. 

Fourthly, the industrial structure of Yulin has changed since the Reform and Opening-up 

Policy. In 1990, the GDP was ¥23.99 million in the primary industry, ¥8.24 million in 

the secondary industry, and ¥8.9 million in the tertiary industry in Yulin; by contrast, in 

2014, the GDP was ¥248.78 million in the primary industry, while the GDP increased to 

¥591.66 million in the secondary industry and to ¥501.08 million in the tertiary industry 
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(Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Statistics Bureau, 2015: 544). In 2014, the 

primary industry, agriculture, had become the smallest economic sector, while the 

secondary industry, processing and manufacturing, had become the largest economic 

sector; the tertiary industry was also quite large. Having lived in Yulin, I know that the 

major job providers are the Yuchai Machinery Group (a company that manufactures 

internal combustion engines), the Guangxi Yulin Pharmaceutical Group, a beer 

company, a bakery chain, a new industrial material-production company, a food plant 

producing black sesame, a chicken factory, a company producing ceramics, and a 

company producing and exporting products made of cowhide. In addition, Yulin has the 

largest indoor Chinese-medicine market in the country; its real-estate market is also 

developing quickly. It is clear that Yulin is a city with diversified enterprises. There are 

no statistics on the employment rate by gender in Yulin, but national statistics in 2010 

showed that the employment rate for women in China was 63.7%, about 15% lower than 

the rate for men (Li and Xie, 2014, cited in Wu, 2019). In other words, most women are 

employed, but in far smaller numbers than men. 

The industrial structure in Yulin, with ¥248.78 million in the primary industry and 

¥1092.74 million in the secondary and tertiary industries also reveals the gap between 

rural and urban areas. The rural-urban divide in China is a prominent focal point for 

sociologists and anthropologists (Li, 2017). China has two social security systems for 

rural population and urban population respectively and the transfer income41 in the 

urban security system is about 10 times of that in the rural system in 2011, meaning that 

the distribution of Chinese government finance is heavily leaning towards the urban 

(Chen and Sun, 2013).Similarly, China’s educational system defines schools as either 

rural or urban, and the former is allocated with much less resources (Hao, Hu, and Lo, 

2014:510). 

 

41 According to the definition of Cambridge Dictionary online (www.dictionary.cambridge.org), ‘transfer 
income’ means ‘money from the government in the form of benefits and subsidies’. 



100 
 

In Yulin, the disposable income per capita of urban residents was ¥32,159 (£3,739) for 

2017, while that of rural residents42 was ¥13,597 (£1,582) (Yulin Statistics Bureau, 

2018). The former is 2.37 times that of latter, exposing the large gap between urban and 

rural areas in Yulin. In addition, rural residents earned most of their income by working 

temporarily in urban areas where more working opportunities were available, due to 

industrialisation. It has been reported that the massive migration of rural peasants to 

work in urban parts of China began in the 1980s (Migrant Workers Research and 

Document Drafting Group, 2007). By 1989, the nationwide population of rural migrant 

workers had increased to 30 million from less than 2 million at the beginning of the 

post-Opening-up Policy era (ibid.). This number reached 62 million in 1993 and about 

200 million in 2004 (ibid.). In 2014, the population of rural migrant workers from 

Guangxi was 7.95 million, making up about 31% of the total rural population (25.67 

million) in Guangxi (Wang, 2017: 96; National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2019). 

Despite the fast development of Yulin in relation to GDP, urbanisation, the increased 

consumption of meat, and a transformed industrial structure, Yulin is generally 

considered a small Chinese city by local people. A system for ranking Chinese cities has 

been developed by Yicai, the finance and economic media arm of the Shanghai Media 

Group, the second largest media group in China. Yicai hosts a ‘New Tier-One City of 

China Research Institute’, which issues a ‘List of Chinese Cities Ranked by Commercial 

Appeal’ every year. Each issue categorises 338 Chinese cities into six groups: Tier One, 

New Tier One, and Tier Two to Tier Five cities. Five criteria determine the ranking of 

cities: the ‘concentration level of business resources’, ‘the extent to which the city is a 

transportation hub’, ‘the population’s level of activity’, ‘lifestyle diversity’, and 

‘developing opportunities in the future’ (New Tier One City of China Research Institute, 

2018). This ranking list is popular and widely accepted in China, as most people can 

find their own cities on this authoritative document. In this ranking system, Yulin is a 

 

42 ‘Rural residents’ means rural people with rural hukou. They may work and live temporarily in urban 
areas, but their homes are in rural areas and they are registered as rural residents.  
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Tier Four City. Table 4.5 shows the number of cities in each Tier in China in Yicai’s 

2018 ranking. 

Table 4.5: Ranking of Cities in China 
Rank Number of Cities Representative Cities 

Tier One 4 Beijing, Shanghai, 

Guangzhou, Shenzhen 

New Tier One 15 Chengdu 

Tier Two 30 Kunming 

Tier Three 70 Zhuhai 

Tier Four 90 Yulin 

Tier Five 129 Changzhi 

In Tiers One, Two, and Three, there are 119 cities. In Tier Four, there are 52 cities ahead 

of Yulin (New Tier One City of China Research Institute, 2018). Thus, Yulin ranks 

172nd out of 338 cities in China, almost being the medium number. However, Yulin is in 

the second-lowest tier. This indicates that Yulin is a relatively small but a very common 

sized city in China. 

It is clear that Yulin has been through rapid economic development and urbanisation 

since the 1990s. Its GDP in agriculture in rural Yulin has become the smallest compared 

to its urban secondary and tertiary industries. However, Yulin’s low starting point still 

overshadows its development; Chart 4.4 shows that half of the population of Yulin is 

still rural. Due to the quick pace of urbanisation, many urban citizens still have ‘old 

homes’ in rural Yulin. The large rural population allows rural cultures to persist and 

coexist alongside new urban cultures.  

Traditional Medicine and Indigenous Dogs 

As in other parts of China, agriculture played an important role in the economy of 

traditional rural Yulin. During the pre-Qin Dynasty (before 221BC), tribes of different 

ethnicities lived in Yulin. After Qin (221–207 BC) united China and conquered the 

Lingnan area (the south of China where Guangxi and Guangdong lie, including Yulin), 
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Qin established administrative districts in Lingnan; 500 thousand Han people migrated 

from the north to Lingnan, bringing with them the culture and technologies of the Han 

people (Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region Local Chorography Editing Committee, 

2011). During the Qin and Han dynasties (202 BC–220 AD), people in Guangxi not 

only established agriculture by planting rice, soy beans, and wheat, but also kept 

domesticated animals, including pigs, oxen, horse, goats, chickens, ducks, pigeons, and 

dogs. Dogs have accompanied people since the Qin and Han Dynasties (2). 

As stone dog worship by ancient ethnic minority groups was documented in Yulin and 

nearby areas (Zhang, 2012; Liu and Li, 2008), we can infer that the practice of dog-meat 

eating was brought to Guangxi and Yulin by the Han people. As the literature review 

describes, the Han people endowed dogs with three functions in ancient times: guarding, 

hunting, and serving as food. In Yulin, the three different uses all involved the same 

type of dog: tugou (土狗). Tugou is a type of dog prevalent in rural areas of Yulin. In 

Chinese, ‘tugou’ is composed of two words: ‘tu’ and ‘gou’. The latter means dog and 

the former means ‘soil’ or ‘earth’. Another translation of ‘tu’ is ‘indigenous’, with 

clearly negative connotations, explicitly manifested in the contrast between ‘tu’ and 

‘yáng’43(洋), namely Chinese and Western. As a counterpart to ‘tu’, which means 

‘earth’, ‘yáng’ means ‘ocean’ and represents things imported via the ocean from foreign 

places, especially the West. The Xinhua Dictionary44 defines ‘yáng’ as ‘modern, in 

contrast to tu’. Many products associated with ‘yáng’ have a positive connotation of 

fanciness, while ‘tu’ indicates indigenous low taste and cheap products. In only one area 

does ‘tu’ have a positive meaning: ‘tu’ food is prized because people believe that local 

food is fresher and healthier. 

 

43 This Yang (洋) and Yang (阳) in ‘Yin-Yang’ are homophones. They sound the same but the written form 

in Chinese differ. Here I use ‘yáng’ to indicate the former and distinguish from the latter. 
44 The Xinhua Dictionary is the most reputable dictionary in China. 
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With ‘tu’ meaning indigenous to China, the term ‘tugou’ refers to all indigenous dogs in 

China45. This appellation is in line with Fei’s argument that traditional Chinese societies 

are deeply rooted in the soil and agriculture (1992). People do not breed tugou and there 

is no strict pedigree standard, based on appearance, for tugou. According to my 

observations, tugou in different parts of China look different. However, tugou in Yulin 

have a unified and similar appearance: they are generally middle-sized dogs with short 

hair, bodies less than one metre long, and legs about 60cm high. They mainly come in 

three colours: yellow, black, and white. The white dogs can have yellow hair around the 

ears and the yellow ones can have darker ear points and a central line down their backs, 

as shown in Pictures 4.2 and 4.3. Some yellow tugou have darker colouring around their 

mouths. The tugou, as a type of dog, corresponds to the understanding of dog breeds that 

existed before the Victorian period in Britain: dogs were divided into different types, 

and within each type or group, the dogs were similar but there were variations in their 

appearance (Worboys, Strange, and Pemberton, 2018: 27).  

 

Picture 4.2: A White-Yellowish Tugou in Yulin 

 

45 They are also called ‘China pastoral dogs’ by many people who feel that the name ‘tugou’ sounds 
derogatory. Yulin people also call tugou ‘local dogs’. 
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Picture 4.3: Picture of a Tugou 
(With kind permission of my participant John) 

 

Picture 4.4: A Black Tugou Puppy 
(With kind permission of my informant YJ) 

Picture 4.3 shows Flee, a tugou kept by John, one of my participants, as a pet dog in 

Yulin. A few people keep tugou as pet dogs in urban parts of Yulin, but most tugou are 

kept as guard dogs, hunting dogs, fighting dogs, and dogs used for their meat in rural 

parts of Yulin. Dugnoille has argued that dog-meat eating in Korea is closely related to 

traditional zootherapy (2019); China has a well-established system of zootherapy, which 
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is deeply associated with Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). As this section will 

show, Yulin has many cultural ideas about animals as food; these include dogs as 

Yang/masculine animals suitable to be food. 

I will illustrate how traditional beliefs about food have cultural influences on daily life 

in Yulin by recounting my own experience in the field. I will then discuss the TCM 

theory behind it. During my fieldwork, I coughed for more than a month. All of my 

informants and the TCM doctor advised me to avoid ‘warm foods’, such as mutton, 

chicken, beef, and dog meat. I was advised to eat ducks because their meat is ‘cold’ 

rather than ‘warm’. According to Chinese medical theory, I coughed because my body 

was too ‘hot’, so eating more ‘warm’ or ‘hot’ food would make my situation worse. I 

recovered from coughing three weeks after following the doctor’s advice46. Similarly, if 

I caught a disease because my body was too cold, eating food with warm properties 

would help.  

It has been documented in various parts of the world that people use biological 

resources, including plants, animals, and fungi, as a major source of medicine (Alves et 

al., 2013). In TCM, there are various plants and animals used as medicines, which can 

be prescribed by a doctor. Most of the medicines are herbs, but doctors can also choose 

animal parts, most commonly from the ursid, felid, and cervid groups47 (Ma, cited in 

Mainka and Mills, 1995: 194). The overexploitation of these animals has made them 

endangered (Mainka and Mills, 1995).  

One of the most important theories or principles of TCM is Yin-Yang balance. As the 

literature review notes, Yin-Yang interactions are a shared epistemology used to 

understand the world in Chinese philosophies (Li, 2018). Yin-Yang theory is also used to 

interpret the structure of the human body (Hu, 2016: 10). According to TCM, men 

belong to Yang and women to Yin. In addition, different organs of the body belong to 

Yin or Yang. For example, the heart and lung belong to Yang while the liver, spleen, and 

 

46 I am not sure whether my recovery was from the help of the Chinese medicine. 
47 Ursid refers to the bear family, felid to the cat family and cervid to the deer family. 
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kidney belong to Yin; each organ can be further divided into Yin and Yang aspects (10). 

There should be a balance of Yin and Yang in the body; an imbalance is regarded as the 

fundamental reason for disease (10). 

Yin and Yang are also basic properties of all kinds of food, as well as plants and animals 

used as medicine. Four properties account for every plant and animal that can be eaten: 

cold, cool, warm, and hot. The first two belong to the Yin category, while the latter two 

belong to the Yang category (13). People choose what food to eat in accordance with the 

Yin-Yang situation in their own bodies. If a person’s body is already ‘hot’, they may 

‘catch fire’48 if they eat more ‘hot food’. 

Dog meat is generally regarded as a ‘hot’ food, beneficial to the stomach and kidneys. It 

is believed especially good for men’s sexual functions (Xiaonan, 2016). My informant 

Jing, a woman in her seventies, told me that when she was about seven years old, she 

suffered from diarrhoea. Every day at noon, she would shiver all over her body because 

she felt cold. Her father tried many medicines that did not help. One day, her father 

heard from a friend that dog meat could cure diarrhoea, so he bought her a bowl of dog 

meat. After eating the dog meat, she immediately recovered from the diarrhoea. I asked 

some of my other informants whether they had heard that dog meat could cure 

diarrhoea. Although none of them had, they understood why dog meat would work in 

principle. Diarrhoea is a disease that makes people ‘cold’ and dog meat is ‘hot’, so dog 

meat can cure diarrhoea.  

To analyse the ‘hot’ property of dog meat further, I argue that dogs are Yang animals in 

the traditional Chinese sense. Figure 4.5 shows twelve species of animals as zodiac 

signs, attributed to each year; they recur in a twelve-year circle, based on the Chinese 

lunar calendar (Sanliaozengzhenjun, 2017). These animals are associated with Yin-Yang, 

as shown in Figure 4.5. Dogs, listed between roosters and pigs, belong to the Yang 

category (Sanliaozengzhenjun, 2017). Dogs signified prosperity (a meaning associated 

 

48 The symptoms of ‘catching fire’ include pain in the skin of the mouth, swelling and aching of the gums, 
feeling thirsty, and even fever, according to commonly shared knowledge in China. 

http://dict.youdao.com/w/swelling%20and%20aching%20of%20gum/#keyfrom=E2Ctranslation
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with Yang) in traditional China because their barks sounded like Wang (meaning 

‘prosperity’) in Chinese (Liu, 2006). Traditionally, dog blood and dog teeth are believed 

to contain Yang spiritual forces that can drive away ghosts, which are believed to belong 

to the Yin category; this theory was documented as early as the Han dynasty (202BC–

220AD) (see Yingxun, n.d.). Several of my elderly informants in Yulin told me about a 

practice they had heard about many years before: spreading dog blood in ghost-haunted 

areas. Some also said that they used to see children wearing dog-tooth necklaces for 

protection. These practices are no longer seen, as modern people have less belief in 

ghosts, under the influence of science. Understanding dogs as having masculine traits 

and dog meat as Yang food has influenced human-dog relationships in Yulin in a 

gendered way. This will be analysed in the following chapters. 

 

Figure 4.5: Chinese Zodiac Sign Animals and Yin-Yang 
(Sanliaozengzhenjun, 2017) 

Western Influence, Cultural Globalisation, and Dogs 

Having explored how indigenous dogs in Yulin are perceived in traditional culture and 

the modernisation and urbanisation processes going on in Yulin, this section explores 

another social process Yulin is experiencing: globalisation. I will show how its influence 

is manifested in pet-dog keeping. Since the Reform and Opening-up Policy, the process 

of economic development, modernisation, and urbanisation has integrated Western 

products and other cultural elements into life in Yulin. Between 1995 and 2015, Yulin’s 

gross imports from abroad increased from about ¥315 million to ¥1,700 million, 
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showing that Yulin was increasingly involved in the global economy (Yang, 1995; Zou, 

2016). It is difficult to say which aspects of urban life have been imported from the 

West because basic industrialisation, originated in the West, has helped to shape the 

fundamental life landscape of Yulin. In Yulin, Westernisation is reflected in the 

changing lifestyles in urban areas and urbanised families. More high buildings are built 

with lifts and more people buy imported cars. People use medicines from the West, and 

they are now more widely used than Chinese traditional medicines. English training 

schools are prospering as more people do business with foreign countries. Several 

informants exemplified this trend. Yunbo worked in the wine business, and often posted 

pictures of herself drinking wine on WeChat Moments. Dian opened a café offering 

Western-style food and coffee; it is regarded as a fancy place in Yulin that several of my 

informants introduced to me with pride. I have met people who are interested in coffee 

culture and learning latte art. I once met a young man who was interested in rap-music 

culture. More and more people in Yulin enjoy watching films, a Western form of art or 

entertainment, although most of the films in cinemas are Chinese.  

Thus, the lifestyle in urbanising Yulin is changing in subtle ways that incorporate 

elements of Western influence. Much of the Western influences are adapted to the local 

cultures, such as the film industry and, the rap music which is in Chinese. Thus, Western 

influence is often embodied in the process of localisation and urbanisation. In other 

words, the consequence of Western influence and urbanisation is a cultural globalisation 

process that China is part of. As discussed in the literature review, cultural globalisation 

may not directly copy a particular cultural practice of the West, as the process involves 

resistance and negotiations from the local and the traditional. 

In Yulin, the popular trend of keeping pet dogs is a form of cultural globalisation that 

has developed its own traits. Zhou Fang’s painting ‘Ladies Wearing Flowers in Their 

Hair’ (Picture 4.6) shows that small dogs were already kept as pets in the royal court of 

China during the 8th and 9th centuries (Xu, 2018; Khan Academy, n.d.). According to 

Xu’s analysis, historical Chinese paintings depict either small dogs kept as pets or large 

dogs used for hunting (2018). However, there is very little evidence that pet-dog 

keeping spread outside the royal and upper classes in ancient China. Between the Opium 
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Wars (mid-19th century) and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China 

(1949), Western people living in large cities in China brought in dogs to keep as pets 

(Chen et al., 2018). During the Cultural Revolution, however, keeping dogs was 

considered one of the ‘habits of the bourgeoisie’ that were not allowed in China (Yin, 

2004). During the 1980s, the Chinese government issued ‘Regulations on the 

Administration of Domestic Dogs’, forbidding dog-keeping in urban areas for fear of 

rabies (Huang and He, 2019).  

 

Picture 4.6: Ladies Wearing Flowers in Their Hair 
(Zhou Fang, n.d.) 

This restriction was relaxed in the early 1990s, when the Western pet industry re-entered 

China, meeting the basic precondition of cultural globalisation (Huang and He, 2019). In 

fact, the word ‘chongwu’, meaning ‘pet’, is said to have been coined as late as the 1990s 

(Li et al., 2018: 155; Cao, 2015: 101). China's pet industry grew 49.1% between 2010 

and 2016, the highest increase among all industries (Wang, 2018). From 2003 to 2013, 

the number of pets kept in China increased by 900%; at the end of 2013, the number of 

pets had reached 120 million and pet-industry sales had reached £10 billion (Chen et al., 

2018: 57). Another investigation has shown that 49.9 million dogs were kept as pets in 

China in 2017 (Goumin, 2017). Although there are no direct data to show exactly when 

pet-dog keeping began to increase in Yulin, my informants remembered the period when 
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more people started keeping pet dogs. Some said that it began in 2010, while others said 

that mass pet-dog keeping emerged only in the last two to three years. According to a 

well-established and experienced vet, Li, the real tide of pet-dog keeping came after 

2009; since that time, more people have kept dogs as pets. My participants’ pet-dog 

keeping practices suggest that this is true: 8 out of the 27 participants had kept dogs as 

pets for less than one year, while 25 participants had kept dogs as pets for less than 

seven years; in other words, all of these people began keeping pet dogs after 2010. 

These numbers fit the story that pet-dog keeping is a recent fashion in Yulin. In 

addition, it seems that the group of pet-dog keepers is expanding. Both pet-shop owners 

and amateur breeders told me that their puppies were selling well. I met many keepers 

whose pet dogs were still puppies. 

Despite being a new phenomenon, keeping pet dogs has already become an important 

aspect of cultural life in urban Yulin. As I walked along the streets, I always 

encountered people walking their dogs. Some places, such as Cultural Square and 

Exhibition Square, have already become well-known dog-walking places. During my 

fieldwork, three new pet shops and one veterinary practice opened. There are eight 

veterinary practices and fifteen pet shops in downtown Yulin
49

. In addition, inspired by 

other companion-animal-rescue organisations set up after the 2000s, in 2018, Huangzi 

established Yulin’s first ‘True Love Has Home Yulin Small Animal Rescue Centre’, 

which works to provide medical treatment and homes for stray dogs and cats in Yulin. 

This fashionable culture of pet-dog keeping in urban Yulin comes from the West. First, 

the dog breeds kept as pets in urban Yulin are mostly Western breeds. The ones I 

encountered most often were miniature poodles, golden retrievers, Samoyeds, border 

collies, Labradors, corgis, Pomeranians, bichon frisés, Alaskan Malamutes, and French 

bulldogs. I heard people describe these dogs as ‘famous dog breeds’, cherished for being 

ideal pet dogs. Although I did encounter a few people with Chinese breeds, including 

 

49 The downtown area of Yulin is mainly Yuzhou District, which is 464.3 square kilometres large (Editor 
Group of Local History of Yuzhou District Yulin City, 2015: 2). 
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Pekingese, chow chow, shih tzu, pugs, and even a Chinese crested dog in Yulin, I only 

encountered them a few times and some people chose these dogs after keeping dogs as 

pets became fashionable. Some Chinese dog breeds were introduced to the pedigree dog 

fanciers in 19th century Europe; they became popular pedigreed dogs in the West and 

were brought back to China through cultural globalisation (Cheang, 2006).  

Secondly, the culture of keeping dogs as pets is related to recent commercialisation of 

pet-dog keeping, signified by pet shops, veterinary practices, and breeding 

establishments, which first appeared at the end of the 1990s in imitation of the Western 

pet industry (Shen et al., 2017). The first dog-food manufacturer in China was the 

American company Mars, which contributed to the fast growth of the pet industry 

throughout the whole of China (Shen et al., 2017). Easy-to-use dog products from the 

West taught people how to keep dogs as pets: they learned that dogs had their own 

specific ‘dog food’ to eat, their own toys to play with (and needed to play), and their 

own shampoos (and needed baths). For example, Shu, one of my participants, was an 

undergraduate student; he told me that he never thought about keeping a pet dog until he 

met a husky at his friend’s home. He then went to Nanning50 to buy a dog. He bought a 

Pomeranian puppy, together with a ‘starter kit’ that included dog food, a dog bed, a dog-

food bowl, clothes, and a leash. With the help of these easy-to-use products, he began 

his companionship with a dog and named her Leafie. Two days later, he found out that 

Leafie had the parvovirus, so he brought her to a vet. This story shows that, in return for 

a sum of money, Shu got not only a (sick) dog, but also a designed modern life (dog 

food, dog bed, leash) and good veterinary care for his sick dog. The pet-dog industry not 

only provides a whole package of conveniences for keeping dogs – it also configures 

and shapes the right way of keeping dogs: feeding them with ready-made pet-dog food, 

keeping them at home in doors, allowing them to sleep in a dog bed, and walking them 

outside attached to the owner by a leash.  

 

50 Nanning is the provincial capital of Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region. 
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Thirdly, the knowledge of pet-dog healthcare and training comes from the West. There 

was very little knowledge of how to provide healthcare to dogs in traditional Yulin. 

Now, however, more and more veterinary practices in Yulin are introducing knowledge 

from the West. For ordinary pet-dog keepers, ‘dog training’ means repeatedly and 

intentionally teaching dogs some tricks or behaviours by rewarding them with praise or 

food. They believe that this idea comes from the West. Huangzi, who keeps a border 

collie named Jessica, told me that he watched dog training videos online adapted from 

Western tutorials. Linhai used to serve in the army, where he learned to train dogs. He is 

now a vet and dog trainer in Yulin; he told me that all ideas about dog training came 

from the West. In addition, training dogs to play the sport of ‘canine disc’ comes from 

the US. Włodarczyk has argued that the spread of canine discs from the US to other 

parts of the world shows the ‘intricacies of cultural globalisation’ (2016b: 285) because 

‘Frisbees’ are associated with ‘non-conformity, freedom, American individualism, and 

illusions about ‘making it big’ and living the American Dream (294–295). Picture 4.7 

shows a dog in Yulin playing a canine disc.  

 

Picture 4.7: A Border Collie Playing a Canine Disc in Yulin 
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Through international trade, the pet-dog industry has grown quickly in China since the 

1990s and in Yulin since the 2010s. The cultural-globalisation aspect of pet-dog keeping 

started with the import of pet dogs and the introduction of pet-dog products, and was 

accompanied by more intangible knowledge of pet-dog training. These aspects of 

cultural globalisation spread in Yulin, boosting the popularity of pet-dog keeping in 

recent years.  

In addition to importing dogs as pets, Yulin also imported American pit bulls as fighting 

dogs. American pit bulls were introduced to the existing culture of dogfighting to make 

the fighting last longer and be more exciting, compared to a fight between tugou, 

according to Pang, a dogfighter. This is another form of cultural globalisation reflected 

in dogs. 

 

Contentions around the Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival 

Cultural globalisation has been part of the modernisation process in Yulin, leading to 

dogs being kept as pets. At the same time, the trade in dogs eaten as food has also been 

modernised. The launch of the Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival (YLDMF) marked 

the transformation from eating dog meat as a rural practice to a commercial dog-meat 

economic chain in urban areas, existing against the backdrop of urbanisation, 

modernisation, and economic growth in Yulin. As Chapter Eight will discuss, eating dog 

meat used to be some men’s occasional activities. Men would buy a live tugou from the 

market and kill the dog to eat. However, the popularity of the YLDMF in urban Yulin 

has led to the formation of a dog-meat economic chain: dog keeping, collecting/stealing, 

transportation, slaughtering, wholesale meat sales, and selling dog meat in restaurants 

and stalls. 

Guike, who claims to be from Yulin, mentioned in his blog that he knew the man 

(nicknamed Hunqiu) who invented the ‘Lychee and Dog Meat Festival’ in 1997 (2018). 

Hunqiu owned many restaurants in Yulin and decided to promote this festival in his 
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restaurant on Summer Solstice Day in 1997 to boost his business. Hunqiu told Guike 

that in some parts of rural Yulin, people ate dog meat to celebrate the summer solstice. 

Although the custom of eating dog meat on Summer Solstice Day was new to most 

people, it was widely adopted by many restaurants and customers after 1997. People 

now claim that the practice has a long tradition in Yulin. Since 1997, there have been 

more and more dog-meat businesses in Yulin, including dog-meat stalls and restaurants, 

and dog slaughtering and transport; these will be analysed in Chapter Eight. The launch 

of the YLDMF in the 1990s was accompanied by rapid economic growth. 

The YLDMF became famous nationwide after mass-media’s reports on the conflict 

between dog-protection activists and local men in Yulin between 2012 and 2016. Before 

this period, the festival had already been listed as one of the Guangxi Intangible Cultural 

Heritages (Yulin Bureau of Culture, 2008: 316). The dog-protection activists were either 

individual women who claimed to love dogs or personnel from animal-protection 

organisations outside Yulin. There were no dog-protection organisations in Yulin before 

2017. However, quite a few animal-protection organisations developed in other parts of 

China, especially Tier One and Tier Two cities with better economic development. The 

individual activists were all dog-lovers who saved stray dogs in their hometowns before 

they knew about the festival. Some of the animal-protection organisations had foreign 

origins (e.g., ACTAsia51). Many animal-protection organisations in Western countries 

also advocate for the end of the festival (e.g., NotoDogMeat52; Animal Hope & 

Wellness Foundation53). These people are collectively called ‘Dog Lovers’ by Chinese 

media and local people. They are perceived as external forces because they come from 

outside Yulin and some come from outside China. 

When my informants referred to ‘Dog Lovers’, the examples that they gave were several 

middle-aged women from other big cities in China which had been reported much by 

online news reports they shared with me. This reflects the local stereotype of women 

 

51 ACTAsia: www.actasia.cn 
52 NotoDogMeat: www.notodogmeat.com 
53 Animal Hope & Wellness Foundation: www.animalhopeandwellness.org 
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being emotional. ‘Dog Lovers’ are believed to be rich by local people because one of 

their main activities is buying dogs that would otherwise be slaughtered. The most 

famous dog buyer is Xiaoyun Yang, who is known for spending large sums of money to 

purchase dogs. She is also known for kneeling down before dog dealers to beg them to 

sell her their dogs,54 as shown in Picture 4.8 (Tencent, 2014). Picture 4.9 is a notorious 

photo, widespread online, interpreted as a dog dealer telling Dog Lovers to accept his 

price and buy the dogs immediately, or he will kill them on the spot (NZME55, 2017). 

Many Dog Lovers could not bear to see dogs killed, so they spent a lot of money buying 

dogs56. 

 

Picture 4.8: Xiaoyun Yang Kneels Down for a Dog 
(Tencent, 2014) 

 

54 In China, kneeling down is an act of great courtesy. 
55 NZME is short for New Zealand Media and Entertainment (www.nzme.co.nz). 
56 However, some local people have argued that they never saw this man before; he could be an actor 
paid by Dog Lovers to make Yulin look bad (Yuanliu News, 2019). 
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Picture 4.9: Conflict over the YLDMF 
(NZME, 2017) 

Other dog buyers include Dog Lovers from the US. I have met in person with Peter Li 

from The Humane Society International57, Yaheng from the Duoduo Project58, and Marc 

Ching from the Animal Hope & Wellness Foundation59. Interestingly, they are all 

ethnically Chinese. They generally buy some dogs or participate in demonstrations. 

They came to Yulin during the YLDMF because the festival was widely reported in the 

US and internationally. Cruel and bloody pictures of dead dog bodies shared online 

aroused anger in Western societies. Anti-YLDMF demonstrations and petitions spread 

in countries like the US and UK (Scarsi, 2018; Harrigan, 2018). Politicians in the UK 

and US urged their governments to pressure the Chinese government to put a stop to the 

festival (BBC, 2015; Hastings, 2017). 

In China, various media reported on the YLDMF and images showing the cruelty of dog 

killing spread online. Pictures 4.10 and 4.11 are typical of these viral images. The first 

shows live dogs crammed into a tiny space (Wu60, 2017), while the second shows dead 

dogs for sale (Sina61, 2015). These two types of pictures are shocking, especially for 

 

57 The Humane Society International: www.hsi.org 
58 Duoduo Project: www.duoduoproject.org 
59 Animal Hope & Wellness Foundation: www.animalhopeandwellness.org 
60 This picture has appeared on many websites. It is difficult to trace its original reference. Here I have 
referenced the Chinese website I downloaded this picture from. Wu is the name of the author of the 
article containing this picture. 
61 Sina (www.sina.com.cn) is one of the biggest online media companies, owning Weibo (the Chinese 
counterpart of Twitter). 
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people who keep dogs as pets. Many Chinese netizens protested against the YLDMF 

online; more importantly, many famous actors posted appeals to protest the eating of 

dog meat. These actors included Jielun Zhou, Bingbing Fan, Xuedong Chen, Mi Yang, 

Da-S, Jingming, Guo. (Meinvhaoye, 2017). Such acts have made the YLDMF 

contentious all over China.  

 

Picture 4.10: Dogs Crammed into a Cage 
(Wu, 2017) 

 

Picture 4.11: Dead Dogs for Sale 
(Sina, 2015) 
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The Yulin government’s main reaction was to use its police force to monitor activities 

around dog-meat restaurants and markets on festival day. So-called managers prevent 

people from photographing dead dogs in the market. Yun, my surrogate mother in 

Yulin, told me that during the 2018 festival, the dog-meat stalls were required to hide 

the dead dogs they had for sale, so that no one could photograph a cruel scene of dead 

dogs piled up in a dog-meat stall. The Dog Lovers all told me that they were tailed by a 

group of men whenever they went out. When they wanted to demonstrate about 

something, they were stopped by these people. Although the men claimed that they were 

not from the government, the Dog Lovers believe that the government was behind their 

actions. 

Facing overwhelming criticism, many people of Yulin became very defensive about 

their ‘dog-meat eating tradition’ and ‘right to eat dog meat, which is the same as other 

meat’ (Chongaizhijia Community, 2019; China Youth Internet, 2019). Meanwhile the 

festival has become more popular, as more local citizens and tourists come to celebrate 

in Yulin (Feixiekanshijie, 2019). The practice of eating dog meat increases on the day of 

the festival, and the price of a hotel room in Yulin doubles (Xiaoan, 2017). The Yulin 

government measures have been successful: fewer cruel pictures of dog slaughtering, 

dead dogs in the market, or live dogs waiting to be killed have been taken and circulated 

online to websites inside or outside China since 2016. Stories of conflict have been 

much less prominent in China since 2016; at the 2019 festival, no Dog Lover activities 

were spotted in Yulin (Yuanliu News, 2019). Meanwhile, activists from the West, such 

as the Vanderpump Dog Foundation62 are still trying to find a way to end the YLDMF. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has drawn information from various sources, including statistical figures, 

official chorography, news reports, and fieldwork data, to construct a whole scene 

depicting the geographical, social, economic, and cultural landscape of Yulin. The most 

 

62 The Vanderpump Dog Foundation: www.vanderpumpdogs.org 
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prominent feature of Yulin is its ongoing process of modernisation and urbanisation in 

recent years. Within this fast-changing process, traditional and Western cultures coexist 

in the same city. Embedded in these cultures are different types of human-dog 

relationship that seemingly contradict each other, (i.e., eating dogs vs. loving dogs as 

pets). Traditionally, dog meat is not only believed to be edible but also to contain Yang 

energy, and be especially healthy for men. This view is supported by TCM. Tugou are 

Yang or masculine animals, which relates gender to people’s traditional understanding 

of dogs. At the same time, the prospering pet-dog keeping culture in Yulin is a result of 

cultural globalisation, mostly influenced by the West. YLDMF came into being as part 

of the urbanisation and modernisation process. However, this festival has attracted 

severe criticism from within China and also from the West. With this social and cultural 

background in mind, the next four chapters will discuss various types of human-dog 

relationship that coexist in Yulin but are associated with different cultural practices. I 

will return to the conflict over the YLDMF in Chapter Eight, having developed an 

understanding of various types of human-dog relationship discussed in the previous 

analytical chapters.  
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Chapter Five: Guard Dogs 

I have identified four forms of human-dog relationship (guard dogs, hunting dogs, 

fighting dogs, dogs eaten as food) as traditional human-dog relationships because they 

all involve tugou and coexist in rural Yulin. The relationships between people and 

hunting and fighting dogs will be analysed in Chapter Six; the traditional practice of 

eating dog meat and how it has become an urban modern phenomenon will be analysed 

in Chapter Eight. In the current chapter I will introduce the most basic and pervasive 

form of human-dog relationship in rural Yulin: rural families keeping tugou as guard 

dogs. Based on data drawn mainly from participant observations and field notes from 

the ethnographic research carried out in rural Yulin63, I will analyse six aspects of the 

human–guard-tugou relationship in Yulin. The first section generally introduces how 

tugou work as guard dogs. The second section introduces the basic relationship between 

the hosting family and the family tugou, characterised by familiarity and distance. The 

third section shows how tugou live as scavengers in the village and are seen as dirty 

within the culture. The fourth section discusses how keepers take minimal care of their 

tugou. The fifth section discusses violence between people and dogs both inside and 

outside the household. By contrast, the sixth section describes the positive relationships 

that can develop between people and tugou under specific circumstances. At the end of 

this chapter, I explore the power relations underpinning the human–guard-tugou 

relationship. As the basic work of a guard tugou is to distinguish between keepers and 

strangers, tugou tend to have a different relationship with their keepers than they do with 

strangers. I conclude that the power relations that structure the tugou-keeper relationship 

involve the keeper’s dominance over the tugou, while the stranger-tugou relationship is 

characterised by opposition between the two parties.  

 

63 A very small part of the data in this chapter is drawn from interviews with participants who keep dogs 
as pets in urban Yulin. During the interviews, they shared with me their experiences with tugou, when 
they were children living in rural areas. 
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The Work of Guarding 

In this first section, I will introduce how tugou work in rural Yulin, where they guard 

houses or properties for their keepers. Normally, tugou stay (or are tethered) near the 

entrance of a house (Picture 5.1). For tugou, guarding means being alert for strangers. 

When strangers approach the house or their territory, they bark to warn their keepers and 

sometimes bite the strangers. 

 

Picture 5.1: A Puppy Placed at the Entrance of a House to Learn Guarding 

I had my first encounter with a guard tugou when I took my first walk in rural Yulin 

with Xiao Gong, a high school student who studied English grammar with me. My 

initial impression of rural areas was the different styles of the houses. Some houses have 

one floor and are built of yellow mud, while others have as many as five floors (Picture 

5.2). This reflects the fact that some people in rural Yulin are getting rich, and their first 

priority is always to build a new house. The houses form clusters and the roadside is 

scattered with trash. Patches of land used for growing vegetables appear once in a while 

among the congested houses. The whole village is surrounded by large green fields, 

where rice, sweet potatoes, and other vegetables are grown. 
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Picture 5.2: Comparison of Houses 

Rural people long to live in new, well-furnished houses, as urban people do. Xiao 

Gong’s family realised this dream. I was shocked by the size of her uncle’s64 well-

furnished home. It was a four-storey house, with each storey covering about two 

hundred square metres and containing three rooms and one bathroom. Later, I learnt that 

Xiao Gong’s family was very likely to be better off than most of other rural families. 

The houses of other rural families that I visited were not as well furnished or spacious as 

Xiao Gong’s uncle’s house. After dinner, I took a walk in the neighbourhood alone. 

There was no one in the street. As I walked by a house at the western end of the street, I 

saw a muscular tugou tethered at the front gate and went closer to observe. However, 

when I looked the tugou in the eye, they65 suddenly started barking at me very loudly. 

Their muscles went stiff and they lowered their body towards me as if they wanted to 

attack me. The surrounding area was quiet and the tugou’s barks were the only sound I 

 

64 Xiao Gong lives with her uncle’s family (at least on a temporary basis) because her parents are 
divorced. 
65 When I do not know the sex of an animal, I refer to them as ‘they’ or ‘them’. I was not able to specify 
the sex of every dog I encountered in the fieldwork, partly because in Chinese the third person pronouns 
for male and female sound the same. Often the sex of a dog is not revealed through conversations. 
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could hear. When I met dogs in urban Yulin, I always looked them in the eye. Most of 

the dogs did not bark. I did not know at the time that staring directly at a dog in this 

way, especially at a tethered guard dog, can be a challenging and threatening gesture, so 

that dogs bark, especially at strange people. They may also have barked because I was 

coming closer, stepping into the territory recognised by the tugou. Feeling invaded, the 

tugou started barking at me. 

Feeling awkward because of the barking, I walked on to the other side of the house. The 

tugou was still barking. A woman in her mid-twenties came outside, looking confused 

and alarmed, and shouted a few words at me. I did not hear her clearly, so I went back. 

She asked who I was looking for and where I was going. I said that I was not looking for 

anyone, but that I had been attracted by her tugou because it was so huge and strong. 

The woman did not look satisfied; she asked me again who I was, still with strong alarm 

in her eyes. I told her that I was Xiao Gong’s English teacher. ‘Which Xiao Gong?’ the 

woman asked. At that point, an elderly man and woman came out of the house and 

asked me again who I was looking for and what I was doing there; their serious manner 

showed that they were suspicious of me. I explained that I taught Xiao Gong, who lived 

with her uncle’s family just a few houses away, and finally they understood who Xiao 

Gong was. The young woman smiled. The old woman said, ‘We saw her grow up! She 

used to be known by a different name.’ I could see their facial expressions soften; they 

were glad to know that I was Xiao Gong’s English teacher visiting her home. The young 

woman told me that she was a teacher too—at a kindergarten.  

Some time after the woman came out to ask what I was doing, the tugou stopped 

barking. ‘Your dog is huge and strong!’ I praised the dog again, hoping to lead the 

conversation toward dogs. But the woman was not interested in talking about dogs. She 

kept asking where I was from, why I was visiting Xiao Gong, and how her studies were 

going. Later, Xiao Gong came looking for me and found me talking to the family. She 

looked shy when she saw them. Later, she told me that the whole village knew each 

other. I realised that it was unusual for the village to have strangers passing by – that 

was why the woman asked who I was and what I was doing. This experience showed me 
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the environment guard tugou works in and how they work with humans to alert them to 

strangers near the house.  

This experience also showed me that people in Yulin based their attitudes towards 

strangers on social connections. Before they understood who Xiao Gong was and what I 

was doing there, the family approached me with a suspicious, even hostile attitude. As 

soon as they understood my relationship with Xiao Gong and thus themselves, their 

attitudes changed to warm-heartedness and friendliness. The woman that was called out 

by the tugou’s barking did not pay any attention to the tugou nor did she go closer to 

check on them. This collaboration does not represent an emotional closeness between 

the woman and the dog but the concordant attitude that the tugou and people shared, in 

relation to strangers. The guard tugou barked at strangers until they saw them warmly 

welcomed by the household, as many rural tugou keepers told me. 

Similar experiences happened again and again. I often walked alone in the villages of 

Yulin, and sometimes I encountered open doors, guarded by tethered tugou. I would 

stop and the tugou would bark at me wildly. Soon a person would come out, asking me 

what I was doing in a suspicious, unfriendly, and interrogative way. People never told 

the dogs to stop barking. They considered it the dog’s responsibility to bark at a 

stranger. On two occasions, a woman appeared and warned me not to come near or the 

tugou would bite. The dogs’ wariness around people, especially strangers, is echoed by 

rural people’s suspicion of strangers, which they did not hide at all in their expressions. 

This characteristic reflects Fei’s understanding of traditional Chinese society as ‘group 

isolation’ because of peasant farmers’ immobility and attachment to the soil (1992: 40). 

Traditional rural Yulin societies are based on the clan
66

 or villages, which imply that 

there is little need to communicate with the outside world. Fei argues that as ‘a society 

totally based on the familiar’, social morality only makes sense in terms of personal 

connections (41, 70). On the one hand, strangers are not trustworthy or credible without 

 

66 Here ‘clan’ means some’s whole extended patrilineal family. Many families keep a pedigree record. 
Listed people can live in different villages, but they belong to the same clan. 
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a relationship to trace them back to their social circle; on the other hand, people do not 

have a responsibility to treat strangers in a nice way. More significantly, a man once 

appeared at the door next to his tethered dog. He looked at me and then knelt down and 

looked at his tugou to make sure the dog saw him. Then he pointed at me with his hands 

and spoke a few words. The dog barked at me with even more ferocity. I was surprised 

by the man’s act. I knew from his gesture that he was directing his tugou to attack me67. 

This man did not let his dog loose, and the dog was unable to rush towards me. 

Although I was safe, I could see that the man was using the tugou as a weapon to 

threaten strangers. His gesture suggested that he had an antagonistic, hostile attitude 

towards strangers near his home and wanted his dog to express that. On the other hand, I 

realised that going near a stranger’s house and looking at their dogs might not be 

perceived as a right thing to do in Yulin.  

It is the tugou’s ability to attack strangers, rather than just to bark at them, that people 

value. Xiu, my flatmate in Yulin, grew up with dogs because her grandmother Jing kept 

tugou to sell for meat, and also kept a tugou as a guard dog when Xiu was little. 

‘At that time we had a dog, who was very good at guarding the house and 

yard. That kind of guarding is real guarding. Once there was a thief coming 

into my house, the thief was climbing to the first floor and was bitten down 

by the dog. Then the thief had to run away.’ (Xiu, 2017) 

On another occasion, Xiu told me that ‘small dogs cannot guard the house, because they 

are too small to wound a thief. Only big tugou can really bite and hurt thieves.’ Thus, 

‘real guarding’ means that dogs can be used as weapons to attack strange people, who 

are likely to be thieves in Yulin. They are used as defensive weapons; their capacity to 

 

67 I know this gesture because I have seen my participant Huangzi use the same gesture to direct his pet 
dog Jessica, a border collie, to attack another pet dog. At Huangzi’s command, Jessica rushed towards 
the other dog as if she wanted to bite them. The other dog hid instantly with their tail between their 
legs. Seeing this, Huangzi’s dog did not attack him and came back to Huangzi. Everyone watching this 
scene laughed.  
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attack, bite, and hurt others is considered a working ability. A good guard dog is a tugou 

who can distinguish strangers from familiar people; it must be wary and vigilant with 

strangers and ready to attack them. 

To conclude, guard tugou would defend their households by barking at strangers or even 

attack them. This work of tugou suits the traditional social organisation in rural Yulin 

that the neighbourhood know each other well and people are suspicious of strangers. 

This characteristic changes in Yulin City because urbanisation involves strange people 

relating to each other through business. In rural Yulin, people treat those they can relate 

to and those they cannot relate to differently. The same people are willing to eat strange 

dogs, but cannot accept eating their own dogs, a theme that will be explored in Chapter 

Eight. 

Familiarity and Distance 

This section introduces the familiar but distant relationship between tugou and their 

keepers in rural Yulin. Through living together, tugou and people become familiarised 

with each other. However, this familiarity is limited: tugou and people are quite distant 

from each other and live relatively independent lives. I will show this in Lu’s experience 

with his dog. I was introduced to Lu by his human-resources manager Dinglin, in the 

furniture factory where Lu worked as a chief porter. Dinglin told me that Lu found jobs 

for all of his fellow villagers as porters in the furniture factory. As Lu was a man with 

‘natural management skills’, Dinglin promoted him to manage the porters. Lu stood out 

from his fellow villagers by having the best job, the best house, and the best dog in his 

village. His new house stood out from the other houses because the design included 

Western-style elements. It was a four-storey building with four rooms on each floor. 

Lu’s tugou was a ‘five-red tugou’: he had red hair, a red tongue, a red nose, and red 

eyelids and ears. Lu told me that all of this redness signified prosperity (Picture 5.3). 

The day I first visited Lu was a sunny Sunday morning. Lu’s daughter Xiao Lu picked 

me up from the place where I was living and drove for about half an hour to her home in 

a village in the north of Yulin. As soon as we parked outside Lu’s yard, I saw a reddish 

tugou coming over in a careful way. He stretched his snout towards Xiao Lu and me 
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from a distance and then just stayed where he was, looking towards us as if he was not 

sure whether to come over. I looked at him and stopped at the gate. Lu came outside and 

welcomed me in. ‘Don’t worry about the dog’, he said, ‘he is a kind-hearted dog who 

does not bite.’ ‘Why doesn’t he bark?’ I asked. ‘You came with a family member, so he 

knew you were a guest of the family.’ ‘Does he guard the house well?’ ‘Yes, during the 

night, he guards the house well’ was Lu’s answer. During the day the dog might 

disappear and play in the village, Lu told me. When I was at Lu’s house, the tugou 

sometimes disappeared from sight. The second time I visited Lu, I did not see the tugou.  

 

Picture 5.3: Lu’s Five-Red Tugou 

The ‘five-red tugou’ did not have a name. It seems that he did not need one because in 

everyday life at Lu’s home, no one found the need to talk to him. When we were having 

dinner in the yard, he stayed away from us, lying on the ground and showing no interest. 

After dinner, Lu’s wife put leftover dishes and some rice into a bowl and placed it near 

the tugou’s shelter in the yard. The ‘five-red tugou’ saw this, slowly came near, and 

started eating. Clearly he was waiting for us to finish dinner so that he could be fed. 

Lu’s family and their tugou shared the same territory but stayed on their own life tracks, 

with little interaction. They shared a tacit agreement on when and where the tugou 
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would be fed. The tugou would slowly wag his tail and slowly walk towards Lu when he 

came home from outside. Lu would not spare a look for his tugou; after Lu entered the 

house, the tugou would leave. 

Lu told me that he picked this dog carefully to signify prosperity. As in other rural 

households that keep guard tugou, it is normally the men who decide which dog to keep 

because men are more familiar with Canine Scriptures, as Chapter Six will discuss. The 

household shares the care work, mainly by feeding the dog. Lu told me that the dog was 

‘familiarised’ with the family, meaning that the tugou would come near and wag his tail 

to express happiness when meeting his keepers, and was willing to come when 

summoned. Sometimes Lu or Lu’s wife would summon their tugou to eat, using a 

‘louloulou’ sound, and the tugou would come. Other people in rural Yulin also use this 

sound to summon their tugou. It provides a common language, making it unnecessary to 

name a tugou. More importantly, people trust that a tugou familiarised with a family 

would not bark at or bite their keepers. This basic familiarity between tugou and their 

keepers forms the basic nature of a guard tugou’s job, which is to distinguish between 

strangers and familiarised family members. In addition, some guard tugou, such as Lu’s 

‘five-red tugou’, learn to distinguish ‘absolute strangers’ from ‘related strangers’ who 

visit their territory with their keepers. 

The tugou’s ability to become familiar with their keepers is an advantage that people do 

not take for granted. When I first arrived in Yulin, I wanted to keep a tugou of my own. 

I remember that the sellers all assured me that, after a few days, the dog would become 

familiarised to me. If all tugou were perceived as docile animals that easily grew close 

to humans, the sellers would not have emphasised this point. Their assurances revealed 

that people expected there are possibilities that these tugou did not always become 

familiarised with their keepers. A tugou that was not familiarised with their household 

would bark or snarl at their keepers and would not distinguish between strangers and 

family members. This was evident from the differences between Zhangshu’s seven 

tugou. 
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Zhangshu lived in a village in the mountains and his family kept seven tugou in total. 

When I visited his house, I immediately saw two puppies in the front yard. Zhangshu’s 

family, including his mother and aunts were chatting at the gate of the house. They paid 

no attention to the two playing puppies, but I went to the puppies, knelt down, and 

stroked them. The two puppies responded to me actively, eager to jump at me and lick 

me. Another two of the seven tugou were a mother and a puppy; they kept a distance 

from people. The fifth tugou was a tethered tugou that was said to have bitten poultry. 

Another tugou was an old reddish dog that often disappeared from sight to roam in the 

mountains. The last tugou was a white, young, and energetic dog that no one dared to go 

near. He appeared long after I arrived at Zhangshu’s home and Zhangshu tried to bring 

him to me. However, he was not successful because, as soon as Zhangshu approached 

from behind the tugou, the dog turned his head, opened his mouth and snapped at 

Zhangshu. ‘This dog was caught back home, together with the tethered one,’ Zhangshu 

said. ‘It does not guard the house because it often disappears from sight. No one knows 

where it is. It does not allow people to come near it.’ This tugou was a typical 

unfamiliarisable68 tugou that did not guard the house, probably because he was not 

socialised by his keepers when he was young. 

People dislike tugou who cannot familiarise themselves with people. They believe that 

such tugou are not sufficiently grateful for the food and shelter that people provide. 

There is popular curse in Yulin: ‘(You are) an unfamiliarisable dog’. Yannei, a 

participant in her late twenties and had her childhood in a rural area with tugou, 

explained to me that this phrase was used between friends or relatives to condemn 

betrayal or ungrateful behaviours. The popularity of the phrase shows that people 

believe that tugou should become familiarised with their keepers, who provide them 

with food and shelter. Unfamiliarisable dogs are considered immoral because they are 

not grateful for the food their keepers give them. 

 

68 I coined the word ‘unfamiliarisable’ to mean that dogs that are not familiarised with their keepers and 
people believe that they are not able to be familiarised with people. 
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In addition to the cursing phrase, I have also heard of a local aphorism: ‘Do not catch a 

dog in the first or ninth month of the Chinese Lunar Calendar because the dog will not 

become familiarised or may become ill’. This saying suggests that, firstly, some dogs 

never become familiarised with people and secondly, for local people in Yulin, to have a 

dog that is not familiarised with people is as bad as having one that is ill, both of them 

meaning that the dog might not be able to work. As in this aphorism, many people in 

Yulin use the word ‘catch’ to mean ‘adopt’ a dog and bring it home. The use of the word 

‘catch’ shows that people in Yulin believe that dogs have the ability to defend 

themselves and resist human intentions. They are not naturally at the disposal of people. 

Since a tugou has their own will and life course, a person may have to use force to bring 

them home, even if the tugou is a puppy. Consequently, there is a process through which 

individual tugou become familiarised with people after being ‘caught’ and brought 

home. 

There are bad consequences for ‘unfamiliarisable’ tugou. Sometimes they are sold or 

eaten. An unfamiliarisable tugou is also called ‘shuaixi’ by local people. Shuaixi is a 

kind of fermented beans, eaten as food, and a ‘shuaixi’ dog is a useless dog that does not 

recognise their keeper and snarls or barks at the keeper. In people’s minds, therefore, a 

‘shuaixi’ dog is a dog to be eaten. A shuaixi can be very wary of people and careful not 

to be caught. Such tugou can be almost feral. 

The familiarity between people and the tugou they keep shows that both parties in this 

relationship accept human dominance. Human keepers take the superior position in this 

power relationship, first by having unidirectional control over the tugou’s basic life 

conditions – the house forms the tugou’s primary territory and people decide what the 

tugou eats and where they find shelter. Second, tugou obey the orders of their human 

keepers. The orders are very often simple, like ‘louloulou’ (come here). Third and most 

importantly, tugou stop defending themselves against their keepers. As people are safe 

from being bitten by their tugou, they can control the dogs by tethering them. They can 

even inflict violence on their tugou without worrying that the dogs will bite back. This 

will be discussed in a later section on violence. 
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Despite the worry that a tugou might be unfamiliarisable, most tugou are familiarised 

with their keepers, like Lu’s ‘five-red tugou’. This familiarity is accompanied by the 

characteristic of distance. Although tugou are working dogs, guard dogs in rural Yulin 

are different from hunting dogs, fighting dogs, and other types of working dogs. 

Although they work at home and share territory with their human keepers, guard dogs 

do not need to interact much with people to do their work. In addition, it is traditional 

for rural families to have their tugou guard outside the house, rather than inside, which 

means that tugou are free roaming. They can easily disappear from people’s sight, 

especially in the daytime (they mainly work at night). Some large old households build a 

wall to surround an inner yard. To allow the tugou to guard the yard, as well as outside 

the house, and to give the tugou free access to the home, people leave a hole in the wall, 

next to the gate (Picture 5.4). This design not only acknowledges that people respect the 

fact that tugou have their own lives, but also reduces possible interactions between 

people and tugou (such as bringing the tugou in and out through the gate). Thus, 

household guarding job does not indicate closeness between tugou and their keepers.  
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Picture 5.4: Dog Hole beside the Gate69 

The distance between people and guard tugou also reflects their lack of interest in each 

other. At Lu’s house, I observed the tugou while we were chatting informally in the 

living room. This tugou sometimes wandered around in the yard, sometimes went to the 

patch of grass outside Lu’s house, and sometimes disappeared from view. During my 

stay, Lu’s wife was busy in the yard, as they planted vegetables there. She did not spare 

a look for the tugou, who was lying on the ground in the yard. Actually, no one apart 

from me paid any attention to the tugou. As Picture 5.5 shows, two tugou playing 

together forms a scene so common that the elderly woman pays no attention to them. To 

the woman, it makes no difference whether the two dogs disappear to play in other parts 

of the village or stay in front of her, as long as they don’t cause major trouble, such as 

breaking things around the house. The elderly woman is not wary of the tugou because 

they are familiarised. Like many other animals, such as chickens and ducks, which are 

commonly seen in rural Yulin, the tugou have become part of the background of rural 

life, taken for granted because of their basic familiarity  

In terms of gender, men and women share a common and prominent trait in their daily 

interactions with their guard tugou: not paying attention. As reviewed in Chapter Two, 

‘attention’ is an important element within ‘affection’. Thus, men and women living in 

rural areas do not have ‘affection’ as a characteristic in their relationships with guard 

tugou. Many women even dislike tugou, who are believed to be dirty, and are afraid of 

strange free roaming guard tugou who might attack them, as will be discussed in the 

following sections.  

 

69 This picture shows no entrance doors. However, according to the owner of the house, there used to 
be a wooden gate at the entrance for people, which made the dog hole necessary.  
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Picture 5.5: An Elderly Woman and Two Tugou 

Scavengers 

The observable distance between tugou and their keepers reveals a disinterest between 

them, which is not formed naturally, but reflects people’s construction of tugou as dirty. 

This section talks about how this construction came into being and how it influences the 

relationship. In general, free-roaming tugou in rural parts of Yulin behave like the 

village dogs or scavengers that Lord, Coppinger, and Coppinger have described in 

various villages around the world, apart from the fact that they are owned by families 

and guard their houses (2014). In Yulin, they are called ‘family dogs’ rather than 

‘village dogs’. As I visited villages in Yulin, I saw tugou scavenging or wandering the 

streets, alone or with other tugou, paying no attention to the people walking by. If I tried 

to approach them, they would slip away. These tugou matched the description of village 

dogs: about 12–16kg, with solid colour and pricked ears (Lord, Coppinger, and 

Coppinger, 2014: 200). They foraged in garbage in the villages (Picture 5.6); I often saw 

them hanging around street food stalls and marketplaces (Picture 5.7). 
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Picture 5.6: A Tugou Scavenges in the Village 

 

Picture 5.7: A Scavenging Tugou in the Marketplace 
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As the previous chapter notes, prior to China’s Reform and Opening-up Policy, the 

economic conditions in Yulin remained at a low level for a long time. Tugou 

accompanied people by scavenging in villages. My informant Dao is from rural Yulin; 

his grandfather remembered that, in the 1960s, the economy was so underdeveloped that 

most people were starving. As famine had made it impossible to keep tugou, the village 

tugou were not owned by anyone during that period. They were strays, scavenging from 

people’s trash. My informant Fangtu told me that most tugou stayed alive by eating 

human faeces. Wherever they went, there was a bad smell of shit. After the 1960s, when 

people were no longer starving and there was leftover food, as well as properties to 

protect, people started to keep tugou as guard dogs again. But the tugou still scavenged 

and ate excrement. My participant Ma, in her forties, told me that rural parents would 

hold babies in their arms to help the babies defecate into the yard, and later a dog would 

eat the excrement and lick the ground clean. In this way, the dog was fed, and the baby’s 

excrement was disposed of. Unfortunately, this win-win ecosystem created the 

stereotype of tugou as dirty and stigmatised scavenging animals. 

People told me that their children were not allowed to touch tugou, and that they were 

forbidden to touch tugou themselves when they were children. Mothers are usually 

responsible for making sure that their children do not touch tugou, because it is mainly 

women taking care of children. This difference in practice leads women to be more 

sensitive to dog’s ‘dirtiness’ compared to men, who might have been naughty when they 

were boys, playing with tugou behind their mothers’ backs, as will be shown in Chapter 

Six. A study of free-roaming village dogs in Mexico found that 64% of eleven male 

caregivers70 for these free-roaming homeless dogs were children and that children 

played regularly with dogs (Ruiz-Izaguirre et al., 2014: 61, 64), Children play much less 

with dogs in Yulin. My participant Yannei, a pet-dog keeper in her twenties, who grew 

up in rural Yulin, told me that she was curious about her family tugou but was not 

allowed to touch them. As a child, she would take ticks and lice off her tugou when her 

 

70 This study finds that most female caregivers were much older than male caregivers (Ruiz-Izaguirre et 
al., 2014: 61).  
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mother was not around. Her mother worried that the ticks and lice would infest the 

child, if she was not careful. My informant Shao lived in rural Yulin and kept a tugou 

and a Rottweiler. He told me that he almost never allowed his son to touch the dogs. If 

his son touched the dogs, he would tell him to wash his hands immediately. Thus, 

people typically learn in childhood that they must not touch tugou because tugou are 

dirty71 and can spread disease to humans. There is a powerful association between tugou 

and dirt, ticks, and lice, suggesting that the animals can cause physical harm to humans. 

Even I, with my affection for all dogs, once stopped touching a tugou puppy when I 

found ticks in their ears. Some children, however, and especially boys, still ‘play with’ 

tugou and ignore what their parents say. Some rural men take their tugou to the fields to 

catch voles and wild cats. They explain that they do not need to touch the dogs during 

this process. These relationships will be discussed in the next chapter. 

The stereotype of being unclean also associates tugou with ugliness. I saw some adult 

tugou who were dirty, with patches of grey or black on their backs. Many tugou have 

patches of baldness, due to untreated dermatitis. As Yannei, who claims to be a dog 

lover, told me, tugou fur often becomes matted and dirty, making them look really ugly. 

Gexing, who had a tugou to guard his chicken farm and later kept another litter of five 

puppies, sighed that the puppies were so cute but when they grew up, they became so 

ugly. One day, sitting in a bubble-tea shop in urban Yulin, I met a young woman who 

told me that her uncle had ‘caught’ a tugou puppy from a litter in his rural hometown 

and kept them as a pet dog in urban Yulin. Several years later, they visited their rural 

hometown together with the pet tugou. The young woman was shocked when the pet 

tugou came into sight alongside an ugly, dirty tugou, originally from the same litter, 

which had grown up in her rural hometown. There was a sharp contrast between the 

handsome pet tugou, which had strong muscles and a golden, shiny, clean coat and the 

ugly rural tugou, which had a dirty greyish light-yellow coat and a malnourished thin 

body. She told me that she realised that different ways of treating dogs could create a 

 

71 My informants regarded tugou as zang (脏), meaning unclean, unhygienic, and potentially contagious. 

Here I use ‘dirty’ to indicate this range of meanings. 
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huge difference in their appearance. However, very few people keep tugou as pets and 

most people have never had the opportunity to see such a contrast or to reflect on the 

fact that the filthy ugliness of tugou is a consequence of people’s way of keeping them. 

They simply believe that tugou are dirty and ugly by nature. 

Minimal Care 

Generally speaking, people in rural areas give their guard tugou only minimal care. 

According to my observations, the only care that keepers give their tugou is leftover 

food72, water, and a simple shelter. People never groom or clean their tugou, treat their 

skin diseases, or remove their parasites. Lu has built a new, clean kennel for his tugou to 

match his newly furnished big house (Picture 5.8). However, Lu’s way of relating to his 

tugou had not changed. The dog still had no name, functioned as a means of cleaning 

ups human’s leftover food, and received no regular grooming. 

 

72 The leftover food mainly consists of extra rice porridge cooked for the whole family and leftover 
dishes. So, in people’s minds, their tugou grow up being fed with rice. I have seen the leftover dishes in 
Lu‘s and Zhangshu’s houses. There was hardly any food left, apart from a salty dark sauce. 
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Picture 5.8: A Kennel for Lu’s Dog 

Thinking of tugou as dirty and ugly and providing them with minimal care reinforce 

each other. Because people do not give their tugou nutritious food, treat their skin 

diseases, or groom them, the tugou become dirty and ugly. Perceiving tugou as dirty and 

ugly reinforces the belief that tugou deserve only leftover food. In other words, people 

attach low value to tugou. This is reflected not only in the minimal care they receive, but 

also in the price of a tugou puppy. I discovered in the Big Market, which is the largest 

dog market in Yulin, that the price of a tugou puppy was about ¥80–150 (about £9.3–

17.4), equivalent to 4.3–8% of the average monthly disposable income per capita73. The 

range in prices reflects the physical appearance of the tugou. Some people can obtain 

tugou puppies from friends, almost for free74. The fact that puppies are so cheap has 

 

73 This is calculated in accordance with the average disposable income per capita in Yulin in 2017 (Yulin 
Statistics Information Station, 2017). 
74 The custom is for the person who receives the dog to give the original family a ‘red packet’ containing 
a small amount of money, such as ¥10-20 (about £1-2). A red packet is a red envelope containing cash. 
This is often used as a gift because directly giving money is often seen as doing business blatantly 
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implications for how they are treated. As Gan, a vet75 told me: ‘You see, when a tugou is 

so cheap, there is no point taking it to see a vet when it is ill. Because seeing a vet can 

be more expensive than buying a new tugou’.  

Once, a man came into the practice with a tugou puppy. He had put the tugou in a 

cardboard box with a piece of old clothing. The puppy looked dispirited and cheerless; 

their symptoms were haematochezia76 and vomiting. The vet suspected that the puppy 

was infected with parvovirus, a serious disease that presents with these symptoms. He 

suggested a test of the tugou’s excrement to identify the virus. The test cost ¥50 (£5.8) 

and the man looked suspicious and hesitant but agreed to the test, which showed that the 

puppy was sadly infected with this disease. When he heard that the treatment would cost 

about ¥200 (£23.3) per day for seven days, the man said that it was too expensive and 

left with the puppy. Indeed, the cost of each day’s treatment was twice the price of the 

puppy. According to Gan, this cost deters almost all tugou keepers from taking their 

tugou to a vet77.  

As many tugou are considered of low value, they are not given veterinary care when 

they need it. Fangtu and Shao, two informants in their twenties, lived in the countryside. 

They both told me that they did not vaccinate their tugou against rabies or other 

infectious diseases, such as distemper and parvovirus. Some tugou had died because no 

one in the family would take them to a vet when they were sick. Shao said that ‘no one 

vaccinates their tugou in the village. It’s too expensive. And most of them do not see a 

vet when their tugou is sick. They wait for them to recover themselves.’ Quan, an 

amateur dog breeder who also keeps a guard tugou at home, told me that he treats his 

 

without considering the social relationship between the two parties. My informants explain that red 
packets bring good luck. 
75 I worked as a part-time assistant in the veterinary practice for four months; I was responsible for 
cleaning work and the dog-grooming service. I was able to observe how different people brought their 
dogs and cats in for assessment, examination, and treatment. 
76 Haematochezia is blood in the excrement of an animal. 
77 Many pet keepers complained about the high price of medication for their dogs. There is no pet 
insurance in Yulin. 
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tugou much better than other people treat their tugou because, when his tugou was sick, 

he took him to a vet and other people would not do that.  

Most people do not think they are being cruel to their tugou by not taking them to the 

vet. Their theory is that tugou, despite their rough, poor lives, have robust bodies that 

recover easily from disease.78 Rong, in his sixties, told me that his traditional treatment 

for a sick tugou was to feed them yellow mud mixed with water. When I first kept a 

tugou puppy, Dahua, as my pet in Yulin and he got sick, my flatmate Xiu comforted me 

by saying that Dahua had strong immunity as a tugou and would therefore recover. This 

belief works as a cultural justification for not taking tugou to the vet. It is also 

compatible with Yulin’s past experience of poverty. Believing that tugou can recover on 

their own from diseases and do not need expensive care is a condition for keeping tugou 

in the first place. The economic situation in rural Yulin may have improved, but the 

culture in relation to tugou remains the same. 

Another common practice, which demonstrates people’s inability to care about tugou, is 

the fact that many families tether their tugou, sometimes even permanently. I visited 

Gexing’s chicken farm, where he tethered his tugou. There were two sections of the 

chicken farm, on both sides of the road. On one side of the road was a building housing 

hundreds of chicks. On the other side were three rooms for Gexing and his parents to 

live in and, behind the house, a large yard with a pond in it. Gexing had kept fish in the 

pond. In the yard beside the pond, several hundred free-range chickens lived on the 

grassy area. The yard was clean and the chickens looked healthy and clean too. Then I 

discovered a tugou, tethered to a wall in the yard about 10 metres from where the family 

lived. I approached the tugou and found that someone had put an awning over her head, 

blocking direct sunlight and rain. The ground was dirty, with a dirty mat under the 

tugou’s paws and a dirty bowl in front of her for food. The tugou’s excrement was piled 

 

78 This idea is in line with the widespread traditional practice in China for people to give names 
representing low-value objects or animals (such as ‘dog egg’, ‘donkey’, or ‘hammer’) to their children in 
the belief that such names will ensure that the children are healthy with robust bodies. 
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up near the bowl because the iron chain that tethered her was not long enough for the 

tugou to leave her faeces elsewhere (Picture 5.9). 

 

Picture 5.9: A Tugou Tethered at a Chicken Farm 

As I slowly drew near, the tugou avoided eye contact with me and looked nervous. Like 

other tethered tugou, she started barking at me when I got too close. I had to stop. The 

tugou was clearly dirty, with patches of grey and black on her back. The dirtiness of the 

tugou and her bowl and her nearby faeces showed that Gexing and his family members 

did not bother to provide more care than the minimum needed for bare survival. As long 

as the tugou was alive and generally healthy, she could provide labour that Gexing 

needed: barking when strangers came near.  
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Although Chinese animal-welfare organisations have not criticised the practice79, 

tethering, especially permanent tethering to a fixed spot, is a concern for many animal-

welfare organisations in the US and the UK80. In the US, 23 states have laws regulating 

the tethering of dogs (Unchainyourdog, 2018). Tethering is either prohibited or time-

limited because people believe that:  

‘Dogs are naturally social beings who need interaction with humans and/or 

other animals. Intensive confinement or long-term restraint can severely 

damage their physical and psychological well-being. An otherwise friendly 

and docile dog, when kept continuously chained or intensively confined in 

any way, becomes neurotic, unhappy, anxious and often aggressive.’ (The 

Humane Society of the United States, 2018b) 

When I asked Gexing why he tethered his tugou, he said that he ‘HAD TO’ because ‘the 

tugou would frighten his chickens’. Other people who tether their tugou also have 

justifications. Baodu tethered his black tugou to a tree in his yard because he was afraid 

that the tugou would be stolen if they roamed free in the village. As discussed above, 

Zhangshu has seven tugou in his household and tethers one in front of his house. He 

justified this by saying, like Gexing, that that particular tugou would bite poultry if 

released. At least all of these people tether their tugou for a reason and accept the basic 

premise that the normal way to keep tugou is to let them run freely. At the same time, it 

is easy to resort to tethering tugou because there is little cost in doing so.  

As noted at the beginning of this section, people have constructed tugou as dirty. This 

construction has been formed through people’s belief that tugou’s free roaming and 

scavenging behaviours make them dirty. By failing to care for tugou, people pass on the 

idea that tugou are dirty to the next generation. Perceiving tugou as dirty is the basis for 

the distant relationship between people and tugou described in the previous section. 

 

79 This might be because this issue has not raised much awareness or attention from the public. 
80 Such organisations include the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA: 
www.rspca.org.uk) in England and Wales, The Humane Society of the United States 
(www.humanesociety.org), and Unchainyourdog.org in the United States. 



143 
 

Most people avoid close interactions with tugou, never stroking, talking to, or playing 

with these dogs. People are not interested in tugou. Growing up in rural Yulin, my 

student Xiao Gong remained silent and tried hard not to look awkward or embarrassed 

when we walked together in her home village and I showed an interest in the tugou 

passing by. 

Tugou learn to keep a distance from people, in response to their indifference. Tugou do 

not naturally have their own course of life or lack enthusiasm or warmth towards people. 

I have mentioned that I bought a tugou puppy, Dahua, to keep as a pet. On the night I 

brought him home, he came to me and slept beside my feet as I sat at the desk typing. 

He sought companionship and comfort from me. The second night, Dahua fell ill. He 

convulsed every ten minutes. After each convulsion, he would groan and run around my 

room. Clearly, he was in great pain. All of the veterinary practices were closed and I did 

not know what to do. He ran around the room and sometimes came to my bed, trying to 

climb up. Suddenly, I realised that he might need comfort from me. So I put him into his 

bed beside me and started stroking him. Soon his groans died down and he felt asleep! 

After each seizure, he would wake up, but when I stroked him again and whispered to 

him, he fell asleep again. I was very touched and realised what a huge emotional 

contribution I could make to a puppy in pain. 

It is easy to see that tugou puppies yearn for care and comfort. Other experiences have 

shown me that they also enjoy playing with people. As previously mentioned, 

Zhangshu’s family lived up in the mountains and kept seven tugou in total. One day I 

visited them and the family was chatting around the yard gate, paying no attention to 

two puppies just beside them. I looked at the two puppies for a while and the two 

puppies looked at me. Then I drew near, squatted down, and waved my hands towards 

them. These two puppies came over, sniffed me, and wagged their tails (Picture 5.10). 

Soon I became familiar to them, having touched them with affection, and they started to 

follow me everywhere I went. I then noticed that Zhangshu’s family was looking at us 

playing together. Like other families in rural Yulin, they do not play with tugou. I felt a 

little bit awkward for behaving differently with the tugou. But I found it surprising that 

the puppies both responded so ardently because most of the tugou I met in rural Yulin 
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hid away when I approached them. I realised that, as puppies, they were still exploring 

the world and still had an interest in humans. This interest would mostly die down as 

they grew up without playful or intimate interactions with people. What would remain 

and be accepted between the people and the tugou was familiarity with distance. As the 

next section will explain, people’s violent behaviour towards tugou also contributes to 

the distance between tugou and people. 

 

Picture 5.10: I Play with Two Puppies at Zhangshu’s House 
(Taken by Zhangshu’s son) 

The minimal care given to tugou and people’s belief that tugou are dirty contribute to a 

power relationship between keepers and their tugou that is characterised by dominance 

without affection or sufficient care81. Tugou are dominated, in the sense that they put up 

with this lack of care. Tugou do not talk or ask for better treatment. Once adopted by a 

 

81 The fact that this relationship is not defined as ‘affection’ does not mean there has never been 
affection between people and their guard tugou. Some of my informants said that they liked tugou, 
particularly when their tugou were puppies. However, this emerging affection does not grow with the 
relationship. By contrast, they take tugou for granted and keep a distance from them, as the dogs are 
believed to be dirty. In addition, the minimal care that people provide for their tugou only serves as a 
means for their survival, so that the tugou can be used as guards. This does qualify as ‘care’ in the 
‘dominance-affection-care’ model. I will discuss this point further in the last section of ‘A Good Dog!’ 
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family, the tugou become attached and do not leave, regardless of the healthcare 

circumstances their keepers provide. People can offer minimal provisions for tugou and 

the tugou will still guard their houses. Some even deprive the tugou of freedom by 

tethering them. Even this does not prevent the tugou from providing labour; in fact, it 

may encourage them to act as even better guards. Tethered tugou bark fiercely when 

people approach because they have nowhere to hide. The only choice left is to fight. 

As the literature review suggests, attention provides a foundation for the ‘affection’ and 

‘care’ that people give their dogs (Tuan, 1984; Donovan, 2006). Clearly, people have no 

interest in and pay no attention to tugou, out of a constructed belief that tugou are dirty. 

This belief and practice prevent people from developing an affection for tugou or 

recognising, from the tugou’s perspective, what types of care they need, beyond bare 

survival. The dogs, as long as they keep a distance from people, can have their own 

lives, which include scavenging, enjoying the sun, and rubbing their coats. 

Violence 

This section introduces a further element, which contributes to distance and also to a 

caution or fear that divides people from tugou: aggression and violence. This happens 

between tugou keepers and their tugou and between strangers and strange tugou outside 

homes. 

Firstly, within the household, sometimes tugou keepers inflict pain on their tugou to 

shape their behaviour. Out of familiarity, most tugou do not fight back, simply running 

away and becoming more careful with their keepers. The violence inflicted by keepers 

can be spontaneous, micro, and casual, not planned or deliberate. I have seen Lu’s wife 

send the ‘five-red tugou’ out of the living room with a casual kick, while sweeping the 

floor and talking to me. She did not even look at the tugou. The tugou ran out of the 

living room immediately with his tail between his legs. This aggression towards dogs is 

an embodied reaction to the approach of a tugou that could obstruct the space or 
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contaminate the house or themselves. Xiao Lu82 told me that their tugou used to come 

near the dinner table as a puppy, but after the family kicked him away from the table a 

few times, he learnt not to come near.  

Some people also punish their tugou violently when they believe the dogs have made a 

mistake. Shao, who keeps a Rottweiler and a tugou, told me that he was not willing to 

hurt his dogs when they hadn’t done anything wrong, but had a natural right to 

physically punish his dogs when they misbehaved. He told me of a time when his dog 

escaped his chain and ran immediately to his son; on this occasion Shao beat the dog 

violently. Another time, his dog went into the bedroom and chewed a pillow on the bed; 

again, he beat the dog violently to make him learn. Because of the familiarity between 

keepers and their tugou, tugou come when their keepers summon them. However, I have 

seen some tugou hesitate, moving their bodies in a slow and tentative way as they draw 

near. The fear of violence may explain this careful attitude. 

Physically punishing a dog to make them learn is reminiscent of the phrase ‘stick 

parenting’, which describes teaching children right from wrong by beating them. It was 

common for parents, especially fathers, to beat83 their children when they misbehaved. 

From my friend Chang, who complained that her husband punished their son too 

severely for a small fault, to a taxi driver who told me that he had beaten his son for 

mischievous behaviour, people do not hide their physical aggression against children or 

dogs. In addition to ‘stick parenting’, I also observed boys bullying dogs. When I played 

with the two tugou puppies at Zhangshu’s house, I noticed that the puppies hid away 

from Zhangshu’s son. Soon I learned why. Zhangshu’s ten-year-old son tended to kick 

the tugou when he passed by, and clearly the two puppies wanted to keep their distance. 

I observed similar situations in Lu’s family. One day, after dinner, as we sat chatting 

freely in the yard, the tugou approached us. Lu’s four-year-old grandson kicked out at 

 

82 Xiao Lu is Lu’s daughter. 
83 To beat means they do it with either with bare hands or with implements. 
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the tugou and then threw a stick at him. The tugou hid itself away, while the adults 

looked on with indifference and continued their own conversations. 

These two cases were not unrelated. Boys tend to treat tugou with cruelty. Nor does this 

phenomenon occur only with tugou in rural Yulin. In the city of Yulin, there was a 

playground behind the main library. A family with three dogs lived next to the 

playground. Every afternoon after school, boys would gather and provoke the dogs to 

make them bark. Sometimes the dogs were free roaming in the playground and the boys 

threw stones at the dogs, who would chase them and bark. Girls also used the 

playground, but I never saw them provoking the dogs. For these boys, there were no 

clear boundaries between violence and play. My informant Wei ran a shop online and 

lived in a rural area. He told me that when he was a child, he would sit on his tugou and 

grab their ears as if he were riding a horse, without considering whether the dog was 

comfortable. He would also throw mud at the tugou to make them look like a ‘mud dog’. 

For him, this was just a game, although it was clearly not a game for the dog.  

Grier (2006) has argued that 19th-century American children’s stories about ‘turning 

cruelty into kindness’ specifically featured little boys and had some grounding in reality. 

Boyhood hunting as a form of play was considered especially objectionable because it 

often involved hurting animals. In the 19th century, people in the US, especially the 

rising bourgeoisie, began to cherish the domestic ethics of kindness to all, including 

kindness to animals. In this spirit, they began to regulate boys’ cruel behaviours. More 

importantly, parents were often expected to act as role models for their children, and 

thus to avoid using violence against children or animals in the family (140). For 

example, stories such as Master Henry’s Rabbit, suggested ways that parents could 

safely punish children for misbehaviour without physical chastisement (146). People 

used children’s stories about animals not just to educate children, but also to teach 

parents how to treat their children well and without cruelty. 

Yulin had not had a movement like ‘kindness to all’ to teach children, especially boys, 

to be nice to animals. Grier has argued that people often kept pets to teach children 

important lessons about love, loyalty, duty and stewardship, and friendship (176). 
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Through caring for animals, children could be taught ‘diligence and good-nature’ and 

‘to be tender to all sensible creatures’ (176). However, parents in Yulin have not made 

this association. They mostly tell their children to keep away from tugou because they 

are dirty, or give up keeping dogs for fear they might hurt the children, as Wen told me 

he did when his first son was born. 

However, there are signs of change as new forms of education are introduced. While I 

was staying in Yulin, a course on ‘positive discipline’84 was quite popular among 

middle-class85 mothers of children between six and eighteen years old. My friend Ren 

taught this course and shared with me that her goal was to change parents’ pattern of 

disciplining their children through violence and verbal abuse into a kind and firm 

approach toward misbehaving children. Some people have acknowledged the problem 

of violence towards children, who cannot fight back when beaten. Dogs likewise do not 

fight back when their keepers beat them. Although dogs are not directly involved in the 

‘positive discipline’ trend, which aims to change parents’ violent behaviours towards 

children, the underlying principle of nonviolence can also apply to dogs, once people 

have accepted this principle in relation to children. Moreover, as will be shown in 

Chapter Seven, many urban pet-dog keepers have become aware of the problem of 

violence with dogs.  

Secondly, outside families, people also develop violent relations with strange tugou. 

Unlike the unilateral violence that keepers inflict on their own tugou, bilateral violence 

can happen between strangers and strange tugou. Tugou attacks on strangers have 

caused many people to fear tugou (mostly women) or to treat them with caution (mostly 

men). As previously discussed, children, especially boys, attack dogs for fun. However, 

very few people mentioned this to me. Rui, a woman who adopted two tugou as pets in 

urban Yulin, told me that one of her adopted tugou was afraid of children. She believed 

 

84 This course was developed, based on Jane Nelson’s book Positive Discipline published by Random 
House USA Inc. 
85 Here ‘middle class’ means people belonging to a family whose income is beyond average income level 
in Yulin. How ‘middle class’ is understood in this thesis is discussed more in Footnote 111. 
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that this was because, prior to being adopted, the dog lived in a rural area and was often 

attacked by children. Although Rui was speculating, her own experience in rural Yulin 

might contribute to this belief. Most people told stories with the opposite theme: they 

were eager to share with me how they were chased or attacked by tugou in rural areas. 

Tugou chases and bites were among the childhood memories of almost every person I 

interviewed or talked to in Yulin. Most of them told me that the tugou attacks were 

sudden and unexpected, when they were in public areas in villages or sometimes just 

walking. Qiu and her family migrated to live in urban Yulin many years ago, so her face 

became unfamiliar in her hometown. Each time Qiu visited her hometown in the 

mountains, she was followed by a tugou or even bitten: ‘I have been bitten three times! 

Each time I had to get vaccinated against rabies. Dogs are the kind of animal that I fear 

the most!’ Once Qiu was having dinner with me and her other old friends, She presented 

to us how she was frightened by tugou in her hometown. Qiu stood on tiptoe, tensed her 

muscles, wore a fearful expression, and walked quickly away. Our common friend Jie 

reminded her that this way of walking would definitely attract the attention of free-

roaming tugou in rural areas, so no wonder she’d been bitten so many times. Jie was 

also afraid of other people’s tugou. She developed a good relationship with Dudu, a 

tugou kept by her father. Her story will be discussed in the next section. She told me 

that, although her family always kept tugou, she was afraid of other families’ tugou. She 

remembered vividly once being chased by a tugou on her bike and feeling really 

frightened. When she visited other people’s homes, she was extremely careful around 

their tugou, fearing that they might attack her.  

Free-roaming dogs can be threatening to people afraid of being bitten. Jervis et al. 

(2018) observed many dogs roaming free on Native American reservation. Even though 

people developed strong emotional connections with individual dogs, there were still 

dog attacks on both humans and other dogs that made people fear them (304). Similarly, 

in an Ethiopian village where dogs roamed freely, researchers found that over 10% of 

village dogs showed aggression towards a casual passer-by (Ortolani, Vernooij and 

Coppinger, 2009: 217). As Harding says, failure to socialise or condition a dog early in 

life to interact with children may lead the dog to consider children a potential threat 
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(2012: 183). The widespread fear of (or caution around) unknown tugou in Yulin is 

reinforced by rumoured cases of rabies, which is named ‘mad dog disease’ in Chinese. 

Rabies is endemic in China. According to a 2009 report on the prevention and control of 

rabies in China (MOH, 2009), there have been three peaks of pandemic rabies in China 

since the 1950s. The first occurred in the mid-1950s, resulting in an annual toll of more 

than 1,900 human deaths (about 7 deaths in 2 million people86) (National Bureau of 

Statistics of China, 2018); the second peak occurred at the beginning of the 1980s, 

causing an annual toll of 7,037 human deaths in 1981 (about 7 deaths in one million 

people). The annual average of human deaths from rabies in the 1980s was 5,537. The 

third peak occurred in 2007, when nationwide human deaths from rabies reached 3,300 

(about 5 deaths in 2 million people). Between 2003 and 2008, Guangxi accumulated 

more cases of rabies than any other region of China. In 2008, Yulin, with 39 cases, 

ranked eighth out of all cities in China for having the most human cases of rabies 

(MOH, 2009: 17). From these data, we can see that rabies was most threatening in 1981, 

when China had the highest number and ratio of deaths. Although the situation had 

improved by 2007, the number of human cases of rabies was high in Yulin, compared to 

the national average. Thus rabies has become an important factor in making people fear 

unknown tugou.  

In the Victorian Britain, there were many free-roaming dogs in the cities; the middle 

class wanted safer streets and lobbied for laws against roaming dogs (Robson, 2017). 

Unlike the UK middle class, people in Yulin do not look for public ways to change the 

practice of keeping free-roaming tugou. The first explanation is that people in rural 

Yulin believe that guard tugou are supposed to be brave and fierce. Although many of 

my informants accuse individual biting tugou of being ‘evil dogs’ in contrast to non-

biting ‘kind-hearted’ tugou, as analysed in the first section, violence can be valued as an 

important quality for guard dogs. This is particularly important, as tugou function in 

rural areas as guards against strange humans while the middle class lobbying against 

 

86 This is calculated in accordance with the population of 551.96 million in 1950 recorded by the National 
Bureau of Statistics. The numhers in this paragraph are calculated using numbers from the same source. 
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roaming dogs in Britain were in the urban areas where human control over nature was a 

dominant theme in city life (Philo, 1998). Secondly, although my informants claimed 

that they had experienced being chased or bitten by tugou, they also acknowledged that 

not every tugou was dangerous. As I was not chased by a tugou during my fieldwork, I 

suppose that only a minority of them would attack strangers. Thus believing that tuogu 

are supposed to roam freely, most people in rural areas would not limit the freedom of 

all tugou because of their own experiences of the ‘evil’ ones. 

Thirdly, as Fei suggests, since traditional Chinese communities perform moral actions 

according to personal relationships, people do not have a sense of public responsibility 

to negotiate issues related to strangers (1992). Meanwhile, despite Chinese Communist 

Party used the discourse of ‘citizenship education’ since the 2000s and made some 

efforts in encouraging citizen’s political participation, such as building up the village 

committee election system since 1998 (Chen, 2018), research has found that such 

measures only strengthened the autocracy’s capacity to control and ‘tamp down’ on 

grassroot challenge such as protests (Mattingly, 2020: 3). As Yi’s research has shown, 

conventional Chinese idea of paternalism has been reinforced in many ways and equal 

communication or debate between policymakers and ordinary citizens is largely absent 

(2019: 336). Thus, the authoritarian political system in China does not bring much 

political engagement, even on the level of local communities. This reinforce the lack of 

public participation for most people.  

On the contrary, people find their own ways of dealing with ‘evil dogs’. Most of the 

women told me that they ran if a tugou rushed towards them, but Wang described his 

experience of fighting with tugou. Wang was in his twenties and his family kept a 15-

year-old mixed-breed small dog. Although he was working in Yulin City when I met 

him, he grew up in a rural area and was often chased and attacked by tugou as a child. 

‘There is no reason, they just come and bite, the evil dogs!’ said Wang ‘When adults 

passed the same spot, they did not dare to bite. But when children passed, they came and 

bit. They just thought children were small enough to bully.’ Wang’s method of fighting 

with tugou was to turn his back to them, kneel down, and pretend to pick up a stone. The 

tugou would be frightened and go away. Wang’s tip shows that tugou are used to having 
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stones thrown at them and will run away when they see such signals. Wang’s tip vividly 

conveys the confrontational relationship between tugou and strangers in rural Yulin. 

Due to the reasons above, tugou bites in rural Yulin are common but do not lead to 

public discussions about how to address the problem systematically. 

To conclude, we can see that within a household’s keeper–tugou relationship, the 

keeper’s violence towards the tugou deepens the ‘dominance’ relationship to oppression 

between them. Between people and tugou that do not know each other, an antagonistic, 

confrontational power relationship can exist. With violence characterising the human–

tugou relationship in rural Yulin, both people and tugou have learned to avoid each 

other or to show aggression. People refer to non-biting tugou as ‘kind-hearted dogs’ and 

tugou that attack people as ‘evil dogs’. In both cases, a wide chasm of emotional 

disconnection divides people and tugou in rural Yulin. 

‘A Good Dog!’ 

The discussions in the previous sections have presented the human–guard-tugou 

relationship as familiar but distant. People often exert an exploitative and oppressive 

dominance on guard tugou, not provide much care to them, and even inflict pain on 

them. Guard tugou, on the other hand, can threaten strangers physically. However, this 

seemingly negative relation is not the whole picture. Sometimes affection and even care 

can be nourished between some guard tugou and people. This section will explore how 

‘a good dog’ is occasionally constructed and cherished in rural Yulin.  

Firstly, not everyone in Yulin take tugou for granted and think them dirty and 

dangerous. Some of my informants told me that they liked dogs despite sometimes 

treating dogs violently. My informant Zhangshu, for example, justified having seven 

tugou at home by saying that his family liked dogs. However, I saw no intimacy or 

affectionate expressions between his tugou and his family, apart from generous feeding 

with leftover food and some plain noodles made for the dogs. 
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The couple Guaijiao and Xumang, are another example showing people’s intention of 

developing close relationships with tugou which is not realised in practice. They are a 

middle-aged couple from a rural area, who run a low-end furniture shop near the Big 

Market. They told me that they kept tugou because they liked dogs. I often visited them 

to have a chat and to try to observe the two tugou kept in their shop. The two tugou hid 

under a bed most of the time. Twice, Guaijiao used a long stick to poke under the bed, 

hoping to get the dogs come out so that I could have a look. This tactic did not work. I 

only occasionally caught a glimpse of the tugou, who quickly hid when we approached 

them. An obvious explanation is that the dogs were frightened. As violence is frequently 

inflicted on tugou in rural areas, my guess is that Guaijiao and Xumang used casual 

violence to keep the dogs from ‘misbehaving’. This couple probably did not realise that 

they had not fostered a pleasant relationship with the dogs they liked. More likely they 

do not know there is an alternative to violence to house train their dogs. They are used to 

the traditional ways in which people relate to tugou in rural Yulin. The affection 

between people and tugou is a ‘failed romance’: two people fall in love but do not get 

along and finally break up with broken hearts.  

Several of my informants told me that ‘actually Yulin people really like dogs’. When I 

heard this, I remembered Zhangshu, Guaijiao and Xumang and their ‘failed romance’ 

with tugou. I also remembered Jie and Chuzu, who developed a closer relationship with 

their guard tugou. I found that such closeness can develop when tugou show special 

solicitude towards people. 

Jie changed her general attitude towards dogs because of one particular tugou. She is in 

her forties and works for an insurance company. Although she now lives in Yulin City, 

she grew up with tugou in rural Yulin. She did not have particular feelings towards 

tugou and was even afraid of them until she developed a close relationship with her 

parents’ tugou Dudu a few years ago. Dudu was as distant from his keepers as other 

familiarised tugou until he fell seriously ill. At first, Jie’s family simply ignored the 

illness, as most tugou keepers do. Eventually, Jie’s sister-in-law felt sorry for the tugou 
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and brought him to see a vet. After he was cured, he became ‘clingy’87 with family 

members. Every time he saw Jie or other family members coming home, he became so 

happy that he would stand up to welcome them. He also enjoyed spending time with 

people and always tried to attract their attention. He would watch TV with people. When 

they chatted together in the living room88, Dudu would join and stay with them. ‘I 

remember one time after dinner, when the family was watching TV together in the 

living room. No one was paying any attention to Dudu. He noticed that no one cared 

about him, and used his front paw to scratch my sister-in-law’s back gently. He was 

saying, why aren’t any of you paying attention to me? So we played with him. He must 

have felt lonely’ said Jie. As they paid more attention to Dudu, Jie and her family started 

talking to him; they taught the dog to shake hands and loved stroking and bathing him. 

Jie told me that she realised that dogs were spiritual beings because they could 

understand what people said, and also that they were social beings who enjoyed the 

company of the family and playing with the family. After living with Dudu, she began 

to enjoy the company of dogs. In future, she wants to keep a tugou of her own, once she 

retires and has more time.  

Jie’s story shows that the power structure of ‘dominance’ can be broken and 

transformed into a power structure of ‘dominance, affection, and care’. In Jie’s case, this 

began when her sister-in-law took care of Dudu by taking him to a vet. Within the new 

power structure, Dudu’s attitude changed from indifference to ‘clinginess’, thus helping 

to change the relationship with his keepers. Another story shows more directly how a 

tugou can initiate change, challenging old patterns of human–tugou relationships.  

Chuzu was a taxi driver in Yulin. He also lived in a rural area. He was among the very 

few people I knew who kept tugou in order to eat them. He told me that he used to keep 

 

87 ‘Clingy’ was a word that Jie used many times. In oral Chinese people often use 粘人, directly 
translated as ‘clingy’ to describe children or pets that constantly express a feeling of attachment to them 
and require their attention. 
88 Jie‘s family allowed their tugou to enter the living room of the house, but not other rooms. 
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one tugou per year and to eat them on Summer Solstice Day. However, one year, he 

acquired ‘a really good tugou’, who followed him everywhere he went.  

‘As soon as I brought him back he knew that I was his master. As long as 

I walk, he walks and as soon as I stop, he would stop. The distance he keep 

with me is within 3 metres. Once I was having dinner in a restaurant and 

the tugou was waiting for me outside. Then I sneaked outside the restaurant 

from the back door to see how the tugou react. Waiting for some time 

without seeing the master, the tugou went in the restaurant three times to 

look for me. Then he came out of the restaurant to look for me. Then he go 

back again to the restaurant. What a good dog!’ (Chuzu, 2016)  

Chuzu’s detailed description of what his tugou did shows that he was deeply touched by 

the love he felt from his dog. Someone asked to buy the tugou for ¥1,000 (about £116) 

but he refused because he liked his tugou so much. Then the tugou was stolen and he felt 

very sad. From that point on, he never kept another tugou to eat because his relationship 

with dogs had changed. 

These two stories share a similar theme: after a tugou reaches out to people, the people 

accept it and develop a close relationship with the tugou. This shows that people can 

acknowledge a tugou’s agency and react accordingly. There is also a traditional 

superstition, widely circulated in Yulin, that ‘self-coming dogs bring good luck and 

fortune to a family. If people sell or eat such dogs, they will suffer bad luck’. As many 

tugou roam freely in rural Yulin, some find families and stay with them. This belief 

shows that Yulinese people recognise that dogs can play an active role in relationships, 

and that this active role can be sacred and associated with spiritual forces. The term 

‘self-coming dogs’ suggests that the dogs themselves initiate an affectionate 

relationship, to which Yulin people respond by providing a home. ‘Self-coming dogs’ 

are ‘good dogs’. This pattern can be seen in the cases of Jie and Chuzu’s dogs. The dogs 

approached people and built up an affectionate relationship with them. In Chuzu’s 

words: ‘what a good dog!’ Given their new need to communicate with Dudu, Jie’s 

family started to bathe him to keep him clean. They no longer allowed Dudu to roam 
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free in the village for fear he would be stolen; instead, they walked Dudu daily, as pet-

dog keepers do in urban Yulin. A small change in the power relationship can trigger 

chain effects in the relationship between people and tugou. This reflects Charles’s 

finding that affective relationships with animals can exist in the context of utilitarian 

relationships (2014: 719–720)  

The above analysis makes the patterns of human–guard-tugou fuzzy with different 

possibilities. Nuanced differences exist in different families. Some households of 

villages inside the urban areas of Yulin keep a tugou but do not allow them to roam 

freely for fear of the heavy traffic in Yulin. For example, Rong, a man in his sixties, 

kept his tugou on his roof and the tugou became his ‘exercise pal’ so he walked the dog 

every day on a leash. Unlike Jie’s family, Rong does not talk to or stroke his dog. But 

his tugou looks cleaner and stronger than other tugou I saw in rural areas. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has analysed three types of human–guard-tugou relationships in rural 

Yulin: the ‘familiarity and distance’ relationship between guard tugou and their keepers, 

the ‘good dog’ relationship’ (a less-common alternative), and the opposition between 

guard tugou and strangers. The first type, ‘familiarity and distance’, is the focus of this 

analysis because it is the most prevalent and typical relationship I have found in rural 

Yulin. Apart from the familiarity shown by tugou who welcome their keepers home and 

come when summoned, tugou and people generally have their own lives and show little 

interest in each other. This distance reflects people’s indifference and violence toward 

tugou, whom they consider dirty. Thus, this relationship is characterised as ‘dominance’ 

without affection or care. The negative perceptions of tugou and uncaring practices 

serve as the social basis for the formation of dog racism in Yulin, as will be analysed in 

the later chapters. In circumstances where affection and care do exist alongside 

domination, keepers cherish the relationship, developing a reciprocated affection for 

their dogs. Finally, the power structure between tugou and strangers can be characterised 



157 
 

as ‘opposition’ or ‘confrontation’, as some free-roaming guard tugou bite people and 

some people inflict violence on the dogs. This aggressive relationship creates fear and a 

deep gap between people and unfamiliar tugou. In this chapter, I have looked at guard 

tugou, the most common type of traditional dog-human relationship. In the next chapter 

I will examine two other traditional and rural-based relationships specifically associated 

with rural men, hunting and fighting with dogs. As this chapter shows, in daily rural life, 

both men and women relate to their guard dogs in a similarly distant way (women tend 

to be more mindful about the dirtiness of dogs and they are responsible for making sure 

the dogs keep away from their children). However, the next chapter will show that rural 

women’s perceptions of tugou are different from rural men’s, who are subjects of a 

masculine culture of hunting and fighting with dogs supported by a male-exclusive 

knowledge of selecting ideal tugou. 
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Chapter Six: Hunting with Dogs and Dogfighting 

Keeping tugou as guard dogs is not the only form of human-dog relationship in rural 

Yulin. Some men from rural backgrounds are involved in two other types of activities 

with dogs: hunting with dogs and dogfighting. The local people call these activities ‘dog 

playing’ as they serve as leisure activities or hobbies for men. I refer to men involved in 

these activities as ‘dog enthusiasts’ because they have developed an interest in dogs that 

is unlike either the indifference and fear discussed in the last chapter or the ‘love’ felt by 

my pet-dog keeping participants in the next chapter. Dog markets play a key role in 

attracting men into ‘dog playing’, as ‘dog masters’ spread knowledge about these 

activities there. Established around dog markets, ‘dog playing’ is an important aspect of 

life for many men in Yulin. In this chapter, based on data mainly drawn from my 

participant observation in Yulin, and especially from my unstructured conversations 

with dog keepers during observations, I argue that ‘dog playing’ is closely related to 

rural masculinities. By identifying with dogs that obey them but perform ferocity 

towards certain others in certain contexts, men are able to achieve a masculine status.  

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section introduces the Big Market 

and ‘dog masters’ and the central roles they play in traditional human-dog relationships 

in rural Yulin. In the Big Market, dog enthusiasts not only buy and sell dogs, but also 

exchange and acquire knowledge about dogs used for different purposes. The second 

section, ‘rural masculinities’, details two types of activities rural men’s do in rural Yulin 

that endow men with respected masculinities. These types of activities are hunting and 

fighting, both related to dogs. The following two sections discuss how men relate to 

dogs in hunting and dogfighting in more detail. The analysis will show that the power 

relations between dog enthusiasts and their dogs can be understood as ‘dominance and 

affection’, through which men’s masculinities are performed.  
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Big Market 

As the biggest dog market in Yulin, the Big Market takes place every Sunday on 

Baishiqiao Road in the north of Yulin. Anyone who knew about my research topic 

would advise me to visit it. Unlike the well-furnished pet shops scattered around Yulin, 

the Big Market is very basic and rough, with no stalls or other permanent facilities for 

dog selling. Most sellers park their electronic bikes along the road with cages of puppies 

attached to the backs of their bikes or put down in the road in front of the bikes. Picture 

6.1 shows the Big Market from a seller’s perspective. The dogs tethered to the cage are 

for sale and the people on their e-bikes are Big Market customers. On the deck of the e-

bike to the right, we can see a yellow sack. People normally put newly purchased 

puppies into such sacks. Picture 6.2 shows a tugou puppy for sale in a traditional 

bamboo basket. Beneath this puppy, two more puppies are crammed together inside the 

basket. In a word, all of the facilities for dog selling in the Big Market are simple, worn 

out, and designed to keep dogs under control without giving them any comfortable 

space. 

In this open market, anyone can bring and sell dogs of all types. However, certain 

patterns emerge. Firstly, people mainly sell tugou here. The simple, crude facilities are 

compatible with the meagre living conditions of tugou in rural families. Most sellers are 

men from rural Yulin, whose guard tugou have given birth to litters of puppies. They 

bring their litters to the Big Market at about 6 weeks89 old. There were also dog brokers 

who sell tugou puppies they had collected from rural Yulin during the previous week. 

Some men also sell adult tugou, explaining that they have too many dogs at home or are 

going to another city to work, leaving no one at home to care for their dogs. Many 

people told me that the Big Market was the traditional place for people to buy adult 

tugou to kill and eat. Interestingly, however, none of the sellers mentioned the 

possibility that the dogs they were selling might be eaten. 

 

89 There are no strict regulations on when a puppy can leave its mother and be sold in the market, but 
according to my enquiries, puppies in the Big Market are about six weeks old. 
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Picture 6.1: Big Market 

 

Picture 6.2: A Tugou Puppy to Sell in the Big Market 

Secondly, the sellers and customers tend to be men from rural areas. Some men hang 

around the Big Market for a whole morning. They have fun observing and examining 

the dogs. I often saw a group of men circling around a particular dog and seller to 

discuss the dog. They were considering whether the dog would make a suitable guard 

dog or hunting dog. Sometimes, I noticed a man in the centre of a circle, holding a tugou 
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and talking to the crowd. I knew that he was probably a so-called ‘dog master’, a role 

that many dog enthusiasts told me about.  

‘Dog masters’ are the linchpin of the Big Market and smaller dog markets in rural areas. 

They are men with a specific system of knowledge for evaluating tugou for their 

guarding, hunting, and fighting abilities. According to my informants, ‘dog masters’ 

either sell tugou themselves or work as brokers to help customers choose tugou. They 

often appear in dog markets and explain their assessments of the tugou for sale. In this 

way, they become well-known among dog enthusiasts, who call these men ‘dog masters’ 

to show respect. Some ‘dog masters’ enjoy an excellent reputation among dog 

enthusiasts for recommending good dogs. Most dog enthusiasts learn about tugou by 

communicating with ‘dog masters’, and those who are particularly interested in dog 

physiognomy and want to make a living by it can ask more questions and learn more 

from older ‘dog masters’. Thus, traditional knowledge of tugou is passed down through 

generations of ‘dog masters’ and dog enthusiasts. I observed that most of the men in the 

Big Market were middle-aged. As the next section will discuss, fewer young men are 

enthusiastic about tugou in Yulin. Two of the three ‘dog masters’ I met at the Big 

Market were middle-aged men, while the ‘dog masters’ my informants told me about 

were elderly men. Nevertheless, a younger generation of dog enthusiasts does exist in 

Yulin and Fangtu90 was one of them. Fangtu was 24 years old. He told me that he almost 

‘grew up in the Big Market’. Fangtu’s job was selecting hunting-tugou puppies from 

rural Yulin and selling them in the Big Market and online. He was still building up his 

expertise on tugou selection to establish himself in the ‘dog playing’ circle. I recognised 

Fangtu as a ‘dog master’ of the younger generation. 

The knowledge of tugou possessed by ‘dog masters’ shows how men in Yulin perceive 

tugou, attach qualities to tugou, and relate to tugou. Local people call this knowledge 

‘dog physiognomy’ because its most prominent characteristic is an ability to judge the 

performance of dogs in hunting, guarding, and fighting from their appearance. This 

 

90 I introduced Fangtu in the last chapter, as he was the person who told me that, during the 1960s, most 
tugou survived by eating faeces. He also told me that he never vaccinated his dogs against rabies. 
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knowledge of ‘dog physiognomy’ is part of a general use of physiognomy in traditional 

China to read the fortunes and characteristics of humans, dogs, cattle, and other animals 

from their physical looks, especially their faces. This knowledge system is known to 

derive from Taoist traditions (Wong, 2011; Shi and Wu, 2016). When it comes to guard 

tugou, ‘dog masters’ are fluent in what local people call ‘Canine Scriptures’, a group of 

poems on the theme of judging guard tugou. With its memorable rhythm, ‘Canine 

Scriptures’ spreads through word of mouth. However, it is also published in books, 

alongside other animal scriptures that teach people to choose good livestock91. The 

following are two excerpts from the ‘Canine Scriptures’: 

‘A spring dog is born smelly, a summer dog attracts stinking flies. 

An autumn dog would bark too often, a winter dog is born the smartest. 

A dog with a diffused tail bites chickens and ducks, a tail like reed makes 

it untidy. 

Keeping such a dog will change the family’s fortune, you should kill it with 

a stick. 

A dog with a splitting groove on its head lives short, the skull is penetrated 

in the middle. 

A dog attracting wealth has a bulge on its head, two ears hang down from 

a round top.’ 

A dog with cloudy eyes barks arbitrarily, oversensitive ears pay attention 

even to wind. 

Suspicious of any wind and move of grass, barks and barks through the 

long night.’ 

Part of another poem goes like this: 

‘A thoroughly yellow dog rewards its master, it warns its kin if a guest 

takes items from his family. 

 

91 The book referenced for the ‘Canine Scriptures’ has no publishing information. Many people know 
these poems by heart. 
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If outsiders grab items the dog seizes their trousers, until they drop what 

they took. 

A white dog with head and patches of body yellow, and a black dog with 

yellow ears, 

Can hear from a long distance. The two dogs are both good dogs that can 

distinguish bad people from their kin.’ 

These poems indicate the ideal qualities of a guard tugou: a dog that does not smell bad 

and is friendly with the household livestock. They bark only when necessary, live for a 

long time, and are loyal to their masters. They confront outsiders fiercely and bring good 

luck to the family. More importantly, the poems suggest that these ideal traits and the 

tugou’s future behaviour can be deduced from its external features, particularly its looks, 

colour, and physiognomy. For example, the shape of a tugou’s tail determines whether 

they will bite poultry. A thoroughly yellow dog will take good care of their keepers’ 

possessions. This knowledge and set of beliefs about dogs make it unnecessary to train 

or communicate with guard tugou because their characteristics and guarding ability are 

to a large extent fixed by their appearance. Whether they can bring good or bad fortune 

to a family is also decided by their looks. My participant Ling92 told me that when she 

was a middle-school student, her family kept a black guard tugou. When they grew 

some white hair, her mother insisted on selling them because she had heard that black 

tugou with white hair brought bad fortune to families. In a similar but contrasting story, 

Lu chose his ‘five-red tugou’ because he believed his colour would bring his family 

good fortune. 

In both cases, people believe that the appearance of a tugou determines their value and 

behaviours. ‘Dog physiognomy’ does not consider what people can do to shape the 

behaviour of tugou. Lu had nothing much to say about his relationship with his ‘five-red 

tugou’, but he shared a lot of information about ‘dog physiognomy’. Most people, 

 

92 Ling keeps a German shepherd as a pet; when she was a middle-school student, however, her 
neighbourhood was still rural, not yet urbanised as it is now. During that time her family kept tugou as 
guard dogs. 
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especially the older generation in rural areas, have a vague idea that some physical traits 

may have consequences, but not everyone knows about the ‘Canine Scriptures’ or 

believes in them. It is mainly dog enthusiasts who seek advice from ‘dog masters’ or 

consult the Canine Scriptures before selecting a tugou to keep. 

The same applies to the selection of hunting tugou. Yulin men believe that only some 

tugou can hunt. The Canine Scriptures describe what an ideal hunting tugou should look 

like. However, the real knowledge of dog physiognomy lies in the experience of ‘dog 

masters’. Box 6.1 provides a brief summary of aspects of a good hunting tugou’s 

appearance, according to Fangtu and Qing93. I asked them to share this knowledge with 

me when I visited them and their dogs. The dog physiognomy for hunting tugou is very 

complicated and differs slightly from one ‘dog master’ to another. However, a dog with 

a ‘dog master’s’ guarantee’ can be sold for a higher price. 

Box 6.1: Requirements of a Good Hunting Tugou 
Tongue  Ideally not large, or they might be lacerated by plants in the mountains 

while tracking game. 

Tail  Should be pointing at the middle of the body, not leaning left or right, or the 

dog might lose their balance when there is a sudden turn during the chase. 

The best tail is straight, pointing into the sky.  

Chest  Should be broad but not too broad, so that the dog has both strength and 

agility. 

Legs The forelegs should be straight and the hind legs should bend like a bow to 

ensure that the dog runs fast. 

Feet  The feet should curl like garlic with the toes closely attached to each other. 

Feet this shape run fast. 

Head Big and round, meaning clever, or having the shape of a gourd, meaning 

brave. 

Mouth  Shaped like a square, making it easy to bite. 

Teeth Should be sharp and straight. 

 

93 Qing was in his late thirties. He ran a jade store and worked for the National Rail Service. However, he 
used to hunt with dogs in his spare time. Many people trusted him to choose hunting dogs. 
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Ears Should be pricked and not too big. They should move a little when people 

make a noise. When people put their hands on the head of the dog, the ears 

should lay flat. This means that the ears will not be lacerated when they run 

in the forest. 

Eyes  There are many eye shapes. One shape is ‘triangle eyes’, which lie deep in 

the face, small and shaped like a triangle, indicating that the dog is fierce 

and brave. Generally speaking, the smaller and the more hollowed out the 

eyes are, the better. 

Nose and 

Nostrils 

The most complicated parts and most important to learn. The skin of the 

nose should have relatively large patterns. The upper part of the nose should 

be so thin that light can pass through it. The inside curling part of the nose 

should move sensitively, so that the dog can perceive the smell of prey 

precisely. There are various typical nose shapes recognised by ‘dog 

masters’, which I cannot describe well using words. 

Coat  Should be coarse, indicating that the tugou has a natural disposition to hunt 

and kill. 

Anus Should be large, indicating that the tugou can eat a lot and digest quickly. 

This box shows that, as in the case of guard-tugou physiognomy, people deduce 

behavioural traits from a dog’s appearance, although, in the case of hunting tugou, they 

do try to explain why a particular appearance will contribute to better performance. It is 

worth noting that no one directly observes the tugou’s temperament to decide whether it 

is well-suited to hunting. Like the ‘Canine Scriptures’ used to select guard tugou, 

hunting-tugou physiognomy is not based on behavioural interpretations of dogs, at least 

at the stage of dog selection. In other words, the traditional knowledge of tugou does not 

tell people how to get to know tugou by interacting with them socially in order to 

develop a particular relationship with them. Although Qing emphasised that a good 

hunting tugou must be tested in practice and Fangtu trained his puppies, hunters and dog 

masters primarily appreciate tugou via their appearance. This makes trading tugou 

easier. Some dog enthusiasts told me that as soon as they found a ‘good-looking’ tugou, 

they wanted to buy them. Given this focus on appearance, people do not need to wait to 
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see the performance of tugou to decide whether to buy them; nor do they emphasise 

building up a long-term relationship with a specific tugou to foster better performance.  

Despite having taken notes about good hunting tugou from Fangtu and Qing, I still 

cannot distinguish a hunting tugou from a normal tugou. For me, although different 

tugou look slightly different, all of the tugou in Yulin resemble each other. As Fangtu 

and Qing explained, a nuanced knowledge of ‘dog physiognomy’ is learned in a 

comprehensive way through practice and the experience of constantly comparing tugou. 

Hunting ‘dog masters’ are usually experienced hunters, while the ‘dog masters’ who 

specialise in fighting dogs have experience in that area. With ‘dog masters’ as 

instructors and the Big Market as a platform, ‘dog playing’ has become a serious set of 

skills, which need polishing and enhancing. Meanwhile, the relationships with dogs 

built up through ‘dog playing’ are closely knitted into men’s rural masculinities, as the 

following sections will show. 

Rural Masculinities 

This section discusses the masculinities produced in a rural context in Yulin and how 

they relate to dogs in general. As suggested by Bye, the social construction of the rural-

urban and gender are intertwined (2003). Though my observations and informal 

conversations with informants, I have identified two main aspects of rural masculinities 

in Yulin: hunting masculinities and fighting masculinities. Both of them belong to 

Louie’s concept ‘wu masculinities’ as physical strength and aggression are important 

elements in rural masculinities in Yulin (2002). Dogs play a role in forming both types 

of rural masculinities, as will be discussed below. 

1. Hunting Masculinities 

Hunting is considered a rural masculine activity by many authors (see Bye, 2009; 

Littlefield, 2010; Littlefield and Ozanne, 2011). Kheel gives examples of US presidents 

and presidential candidates showcasing their hunting activities to convey their ability to 

‘serve in the role of “protector” of the American public’ (2008: 70). Because hunting 

symbolises objectifying and contesting the ‘wild’, the ‘beast’, and ‘nature’ (associated 
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with women), hunting asserts male ‘privilege and dominance’ (74). My analysis will 

show that hunting is closely related to rural masculinities in Yulin. 

In rural Yulin, many men are involved in activities known as ‘wild-taste catching’. The 

‘wild taste’ refers to wild animals, generally fish, snakes, voles, and wild cats94, which 

rural men catch in their spare time, while working as farmers. As these animals live in 

crop fields and streams through the fields, they are relatively convenient and easy to 

catch compared to animals in the mountains. Tugou help to catch wild cats and voles in 

the fields, as I saw during my time in rural Yulin. I also saw rural young men catching 

fish in a stream. Almost all of my male rural informants told me that they were involved, 

to some degree, in ‘wild-taste catching’. Other ‘wild tastes’, including bamboo rats, 

pangolins, paguma larvatas, leopard cats, and even wild boars95 can only be caught in 

the mountains through real ‘hunting’, not just ‘wild-taste catching’. As I will explain in 

the next section, only some of the rural men hunt in the mountains, a pastime associated 

with more difficulties and dangers. Generally, hunting tugou are involved in this form of 

hunting. Catching wild animals and providing their families with an extra food source 

has traditionally been an important aspect of life for men and boys in rural Yulin, 

especially during years of famine and poverty. I was once invited to eat snakes caught 

by an informant in his home with his family. For a few times, when I was busy working, 

I received phone calls from Yun, my surrogate mother, saying that her sister brought her 

some ‘fresh wild-taste’ that I should eat with her. I understand this as her way of 

showing kindness and care for me. 

Catching ‘wild taste’ has a geographical basis. As Chapter Four notes, Yulin City is a 

basin surrounded by mountains, hills, and forests96. The agricultural land in Yulin 

consists mainly of watery rice fields, which are home to many voles, wild cats, and 

 

94 Cats are also eaten in Yulin, although less frequently than dogs. It is widely recognized that cats are 
sometimes eaten in Southern China, but not in other parts of China. 
95 It is a violation of the 1989 Wildlife Conservation Law to hunt these animals (bamboo rats, pangolins, 
paguma larvatas, leopard cats, and wild boars). For this reason, my informants were careful in telling me 
what animals they hunted. Some of them said that these animals were hunted in the 1970s. 
96 In 2013, Yulin received the title of National Forestry City (Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region 
Statistics Bureau, 2015: 368). 
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snakes. In this environment, catching ‘wild taste’ continues to represent an important 

aspect of masculine identity in rural Yulin. Chapter Four notes the rapid pace of 

urbanisation and economic development in Yulin after the 1978 Reform and Opening-

up Policy, and especially since the 1990s. However, the region’s economic foundation 

was very weak before the 1990s and most people had relatively low levels of education. 

Children growing up in rural families during this period (roughly between the 1960s and 

the 1990s) were likely to drop out of school at an early age and to spend little time 

studying. This was the case for most of my informants of that age. 

Wei is in his mid-twenties. He lives in rural Yulin but works in the city as a business 

manager. He only managed to finish middle school in his rural area. Wei recalled how 

he spent his childhood. 

‘What I did in school was only sleeping. After school I would go to the 

stream to catch fish with a few playmates. I would become so dirty that my 

mom would scold me. At weekends my playmates and I would go to the 

bigger pond to catch bigger fish. Or we knock off the bird nests and bring 

the fledgling back to keep at home. Each time the bird would die. I also 

bring my dog to catch voles in the fields where my father worked. I would 

dig the vole’s hole up and the vole would come out. The dog would catch 

the vole for me. They were good at catching voles!’ (Wei, 2018) 

When I asked Wei whether girls also took part in these activities or played with dogs, 

and whether his parents warned him that dogs were dirty, he responded: 
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‘Girls do not play these. Girls have girls’ games, like jumping the rubber 

band97 or the sandbag game98. They don’t touch dogs. Yes our parents did 

warn us that dogs are unclean, particularly to girls. We boys are naughty. 

When I was a child, girls did not like to play with dogs. They love cleanness. 

They do what girls do.’ (Wei, 2018) 

Wei’s account is representative of the experiences of many informants over 20 who 

grew up in rural areas. It shows that boys’ play is actually an imitation of men’s 

activities. Compared to girls, who play their games at home or in the village, boys play 

games in the fields, streams, and woods, where activities like ‘conquering the wild’ take 

place. At a time when education was not central to children’s lives and there was no 

commercial entertainment for children, such as toys or electronic games, these boys 

played games that conferred a sense of fulfilment, a satisfied stomach, excitement, and 

an opportunity to learn how to become a man. Wei had a clear sense of gender 

difference in the choice of games to play. Through these games, men identify 

themselves as different from women from an early age. The game of catching voles with 

tugou, in particular, signals that boys are different from girls, being characterised as 

naughty, disobedient to parents, and carefree about hygiene. In other words, the ‘correct’ 

way of being boys incorporates a sense of rebellion against an alternative identity as 

‘obedient children’. Boys are aware that the prohibition against touching tugou is milder 

for boys, who are expected to be naughtier than girls.  

The fact that boys use tugou to catch wild animals from childhood onward suggest 

aspects of rural masculinities in Yulin as being brave (fighting wild animals, sometimes 

as dangerous as snakes), diligent (in finding food), responsible (providing for the 

family) and adaptive to the wild environment, supported by the knowledge and skills to 

 

97 Jumping the rubber band is a game traditionally played in China. During the game, two people stand in 
a loop of elastic, stretching the elastic to two directions. Then a third person or more people together 
perform some fixed moves with the elastic, to a set rhythm. Making a mistake during the moves means 
losing the game. 
98 The sandbag game is another traditional Chinese game. Group A stands between Groups B and C, who 
throw a small sandbag at Group A in turn. If a person from Group A is hit, he/she loses the game. If 
he/she catches the sandbag, he/she wins. 
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deal with wild animals. Among the boys who imitated hunting with tugou in the fields, 

some developed an interest in hunting with tugou and learned hunting from ‘dog 

masters’ and experienced hunters, as my informants told me. To become a hunter, 

interest is not enough; rural boys must have social relations with elderly hunters who are 

willing to teach them. Several of my hunting informants told me that they first went 

hunting as teenagers with elderly male relatives. Hunting is a practice handed down 

through generations of men.  

Hunting is also a skill. Even if hunters continue farming, they take hunting seriously. 

They need to understand the habits of wild animals and how to survive in a forest. They 

are careful when threatened by wild animals in the mountains, such as boars, but 

carefree when it comes to enduring hardship. Tenacity, agility, and courage are their 

virtues. Qing told me that hunters were respected as the toughest of all men: from 1958 

onward, China launched its people’s Commune Movement, in which all land, livestock, 

and agricultural machinery were taken over by the Commune. This public ownership of 

the means of production was sustained until 1978. During this twenty-year period, China 

experienced the Great Chinese Famine (1959–1961) and Cultural Revolution (1966–

1976). However, Qing told me that some people had escaped this experience. He said 

that hunters, who retreated deeper into the mountains, had avoided the Commune and 

continued to own their own means of production, including cattle and ploughs, their 

own products, and good hunting tugou. ‘These are people that have guts. The stronger 

hunters left and served themselves, while the weak stayed in the commune. Some of the 

commune peasants starved to death. Thus the hunters in the mountains lived a better 

life.’ Qing spoke of the hunters with admiration, for having not only the courage, but 

also the strength, to act against such huge social movement that inundated China. He 

also emphasised that it was these hunters that saved the good hunting tugou. For Qing, 

masculine men and ‘masculine’ tugou’s fates are interwoven. 

This story shows how hunters are respected, as an idealised group of powerful rural 

men, in men’s imagination. Rural masculinities have never been hegemonic masculinity 

in Connell’s sense, because rural men are far away from the central power (1995). 

Traditional hunting masculinities have become more and more marginalised as the rapid 
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industrialisation, modernisation, and urbanisation of the country has transformed 

Chinese societies since the 1980s. Nowadays, there are fewer and fewer hunters. The 

first reason for this is that modernisation has created more job opportunities in urban 

areas. As Chapter Four notes, many rural peasant farmers have become migrant workers 

in urban areas. By working in cities, many men have changed their rural way of life. 

Second, city life has opened up new opportunities for rural children, who now have 

clearer prospects of getting jobs with higher pay and higher social status through higher 

levels of education. From conversations with Xiao Gong99 and other young people from 

rural areas, I learned that middle-school students are under pressure to study. They 

usually have extra-curricular tutoring classes, in addition to school, and endless 

homework to do. There is less time to play. This finding is confirmed by the data on 

increased numbers of schools and the high graduation rate. 

Third, even when children have time to play in recent years, many of their leisure 

activities are based on advanced technologies and facilities, including electronic games 

and sports. My observation revealed that many children in both urban and rural Yulin 

are engaged with smartphones, either their own or their parents’. They play mobile 

games, use social media, watch films online, or just surf the Internet. For example, when 

I volunteered in Gan’s veterinary practice, I often met his son who stayed in the shop for 

half a day, always watching cartoons about a group of talking dogs’ stories. At the same 

time, there were about five to seven dogs in crates nearby, and he never spared a look at 

them. It seems that talking dogs similar to humans are more attractive for Gan’s son. 

This massive change in entertainment is a consequence of modernisation, progress in 

technologies, the expansion of consumerism, and higher incomes for rural populations 

(Li, 2014). 

Working and living in an urban environment, with more education and online 

entertainment, can change the connotations of masculinities in rural Yulin. If the old 

 

99 I have introduced Xiao Gong in Chapter Five. She learned English from me and brought me to her 
uncle’s home in rural Yulin.  
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rural masculinities were marked by ‘the wild’, the new rural masculinities are clearly 

symbolised by new houses built in modern styles, implying a good income from work in 

the city. As many researchers have suggested, masculinities in contemporary China are 

increasingly associated with ‘consumerist values’ and ‘career and financial standing’ 

(Song, 2010: 426; Louie, 2015: 135). Many rural men, especially the younger 

generation, are no longer close to the fields and mountains. In addition, China passed the 

national Wildlife Conservation Law in 1989, prohibiting hunting in nature reserves, as 

well as in non-hunting and non-fishing areas and time periods. It is also forbidden to 

hunt nationally protected animal species100. In this context, hunting is becoming less 

popular. Rural dog markets are shrinking in size and ‘dog masters’ appear only in the 

Big Market. The crowd surrounding the ‘dog masters’ as they evaluate dogs is mostly 

composed of middle-aged men. In a word, the hunting masculinities are in decline and 

hunting has become less aspirational for local young men. 

The old hunting masculinities are becoming more and more marginalised because they 

reflect an outdated, pre-modern lifestyle. However, people still enjoy ‘a taste of the 

wild’. Catching animals in the fields and mountains, either to treat their friends and 

families or to earn money, is still part of what men do in rural Yulin. Hunting remains a 

part of changing rural masculinities, which are adapting to the new context. For 

example, hunting is now seen as a men’s hobby, a form of ‘dog playing’ to complement 

their formal careers in the city. Hunters now use social media to exchange ideas and 

knowledge about hunting and hunting dogs. In this way, hunters in Yulin have become 

involved in larger communities of hunters nationwide. Some ‘dog masters’ sell hunting 

dogs online to other parts of China. In this way, Guangxi tugou have acquired a good 

reputation nationally. Yangjie, a young man in his twenties with an interest in hunting, 

told me that hunters boast about the animals they hunt and share prey with families and 

friends after hunting. Hunting is still associated with strength, hospitality, knowledge, 

 

100According to the law, most of the animals traditionally hunted in Yulin can no longer be hunted. In 
addition, hunters are expected to apply for and be awarded a hunting certificate, which regulates the 
animal species hunted, the number of animals permitted, locations, tools, methods, and approved times 
for hunting activities. 
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bravery, and power over nature. Together with the ability to make money, the ideal traits 

associated with hunting are still part of rural masculinities. In addition, hunting now has 

an illicit attraction, as men rarely bother with the paperwork required to make their 

hunting legal. Risk-taking is also an aspect of rural masculinities, as various studies on 

men’s risk-taking activities in relation to their masculinities in various cultures have 

shown (e.g., Priestley, Lipps and Anderson, 2017; Gilbert, Giaccardi and Ward, 2018; 

Giaccardi et al., 2017). 

2. Fighting Masculinities 

In addition to ‘wild-taste catching’, another important aspect of rural masculinities is 

men’s fighting culture in rural Yulin. Men from the same family often resort to physical 

force to resolve problems with men from other families. As noted in Chapter Four, much 

of the history of Yulin is the history of Han ethnic groups, which moved from northern 

China, bringing Han culture to Yulin. One Han religious practice introduced to Yulin 

was ancestor worship. Each patriarchal extended family had at least one ancestral 

temple for the family to worship their ancestors and discuss family issues. Thus, a 

patriarchal extended family, or a clan, forms the basic social organisation in the region 

(Zhang, 2012; Watson, 1982). Such clans are often coterminous with villages. 

My informants told me stories about fighting between clans. Dinglin, a student of mine, 

who was the manager of as Lu in a furniture factory, described the conflict between Lu’s 

clan and the local clan in the area where the furniture factory was located. Men from 

Lu’s clan were recruited as porters in the factory, making men from the local clan 

jealous. They argued that the jobs should have been theirs because the factory was 

located in their area. The local village brought bricks as weapons to fight with Lu and 

his villagers. Luckily, Dinglin stopped the fight101. 

 

101 Dinglin called the police before they started fighting and was successful in persuading the two parties 
to have a competition in their ability to do porter jobs. In the end, Lu‘s village won the competition with 
an advantage. 
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This incident shows that men from the same clan even find jobs together. They tend to 

resort to violence to deal with conflicts of interest. Other informants told me about 

similar clan conflicts. However, the clans also have their rules. Lu told me that opposing 

clans would make a date to fight and, after the fight, would refrain from hurting each 

other. Dinglin said that people looked forward to having sons to expand the family tree, 

thus creating a stronger family fighting force to settle disputes with other patriarchal 

families. One reason why boys are more valued than girls is their fighting capacity. 

Some of my informants acknowledged the importance of having a big family to rely on 

when disputing with others. Wen came from a big clan and he was aware of the 

privilege it bestowed, in relation to fighting culture: 

‘Our village is large and populous. When there is a conflict with people 

from other villages, we will ask our fellows for help. And there would be 

a big crowd of people fighting together. If the whole village is not enough, 

we can contact other men with the family name Wen from other villages 

and I can guarantee you that Wen is one of the biggest crowds in Yulin. 

No one dares to bully us. As a group, we are strong.’ (Wen, 2017) 

Wen lived with his wife and two sons in rural Yulin. He worked as a construction 

worker in urban Yulin. His low income level meant that he could not build a new house 

for his family yet. Wen’s pride in his status derived from his clan’s fighting force. Lu 

told me the following story: the ancestors of the Han people who moved from the North 

to Yulin were criminals who preferred to settle problems with force; for this reason, the 

main families in Yulin are divided by deep feuds. This folk legend is supported by the 

History of the Han Dynasty, which states that ‘the First Emperor of Qin migrated 500 

thousand criminals, sons-in-laws who lived with their wives’ parents, and unmarried 

women to South of the Five Ridges where Yulin lies’ (Zhang, 2012: 19). Whether Lu 

was right in saying that the Yulin ancestors had a criminal history, it is certainly a 

tradition for men to use force to resolve problems in Yulin. The men’s fighting culture is 

formalised as a kind of art. Some big Yulin clans have ‘Kung Fu Houses’ where young 

boys learn martial arts, starting in childhood. ‘Zhoupei Kung Fu’ are listed as an 
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Intangible Cultural Heritage at the Level of Guangxi Autonomous Region together with 

the YLDMF. The ‘Kung Fu Houses’ sometimes give martial-arts performances in Yulin, 

which are welcomed by the public (Zhang, 2017). In this sense, men’s fighting culture 

in rural Yulin is associated with what Louie theorises as ‘wu masculinity’ (values of 

physical and military strength), maybe as its vulgar forms, in contrast to the scholarly 

wen masculinities in China (2002; see also Williams, 2008). 

A strong sense of belonging to a certain clan and taking responsibility for protecting it 

through collective fighting is part of Yulin’s rural masculinities. It strongly resembles 

what a guard dog does: protect the family by physically attacking intruders. 

Interestingly, as many men told me, if thieves steal their guard dogs, villagers will ‘beat 

the thieves to death’ before reporting them to the police. In this sense, men regard guard 

dogs as part of their ‘fighting force’; an offense against them is an offense against the 

clan. For this reason, they will fight the thieves with violence. Both forms of 

masculinities (‘wild-taste catching’ and ‘fighting for one’s clan’) relate to dogs in 

certain ways. In the next two sections, I will explore how rural masculinities relate to 

two forms of ‘dog playing’ (hunting and dogfighting).  

Hunting Tugou and Rural Masculinities 

In this section I will explore the relationship between hunters and their dogs in Yulin, 

arguing that hunting tugou, as Yang animals, symbolise rural masculinities. I will argue 

that the hunters’ enthusiasm for hunting tugou manifests in three ways: by appreciating 

their appearance, enjoying their cooperation in hunting, and identifying with their 

character. This analysis examines the power relationship between hunters and dogs 

through the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model, showing how the relationship is part of 

men’s masculine identity in rural Yulin. 

Firstly, hunters admire ‘good looking’ hunting tugou. When I kept Dahua, a tugou 

puppy, for a few days, we met a man on the street. His first response to Dahua was ‘he’s 

got a good straight tail!’, meaning that Dahua might be good at hunting. Dog 

physiognomy has shaped the way hunters perceive tugou; the aesthetic standards of 
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hunters can be different from those of other people. For example, researchers have 

suggested that people are more attracted to dogs with ‘juvenile physical features’ such 

as large eyes and small mouths and noses (Chersini, Hall and Wynne, 2018: 311). For 

hunters in Yulin, a good-looking tugou has small, hollow eyes instead of large ones. 

Similarly, hunters admire weathered looks in their tugou. Rui is a woman who keeps 

tugou as pet dogs in urban Yulin. She told me that her father-in-law, who used to be a 

hunter, loves dogs in a different way. He does not like a dog without a wound or scratch 

on its skin. Hunting tugou with scars and bald patches look ugly to Rui but attractive to 

her father-in-law, because their battle scars signify their experience fighting with a harsh 

environment and prey animals. Picture 6.3 shows a hunting tugou tethered at 

Zhangshu’s102 house. He is considered good-looking because he has a straight tail and 

hollowed-out eyes; however, he is clearly not battle-scared, due to his young age and 

lack of experience. 

 

Picture 6.3: A Hunting Tugou 

 

102 I introduced Zhangshu in Chapter Five. He lived in the mountains with his family and kept seven tugou 
in total. 
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In admiring the appearance of hunting tugou, the hunters show their affection for the 

dogs. As indicated in the literature review, ‘affection’ is defined by Tuan as ‘aesthetic 

taste’, ‘attention’ and ‘playful use’ (1984: 19, 162). ‘Affection’ is combined with 

‘power’, creating a sense of prestige linked to ‘having such taste’ (162). Accordingly, all 

hunters pursue better hunting tugou and are fond of showing them off. I often saw this 

behaviour in the WeChat group ‘tugou trade’.  

Secondly, hunters are enthusiastic about working with their tugou. My informants 

refused to take me hunting because I am a woman. Instead, they described the hunting 

process to me. Lebao was in his twenties and worked in Yulin City as a security-project 

technician. However, he grew up in a rural area and fell in love with hunting at a young 

age. He told me that three men often went hunting with one hunting tugou at night. They 

would wear special clothes that covered every inch of their skin to protect against insect 

bites. They would put the hunting tugou on a lead in the forest. As soon as the hunting 

tugou caught a scent, they would become excited, bark, and move towards it. The 

hunters would search for the prey using lamping103. When they found the prey, they 

would release the dog to catch them. Often, the prey animals were wild cats or bamboo 

rats104. As soon as the hunting tugou caught the prey, the hunters would move in to 

make the dog release it. If they intervened too late, the dog might tear the animal to 

pieces, making it difficult to cook. Lebao told me that he preferred to go hunting with a 

well-trained hunting tugou, who would bring back the prey without killing them. Qing 

and Xiyang (an amateur hunter who runs a tofu stall) told me that they did not use 

lamping. They would bring a group of hunting tugou to the mountains. Some hunting 

tugou are good at finding prey animals by scent; others are good at chasing or attacking. 

They cooperate to hunt together. Their different ways of working suggest that hunting 

tugou have malleable abilities that hunters can shape through practice. After hunting, the 

men would return home together and cook the prey while they were still fresh. They 

would give part of the prey to the hunting tugou as a prize for their contribution. Sharing 

 

103 Lamping means using strong light in darkness to startle animals before dogs chase them. 
104 My informants were careful in telling me what they hunted, as most animals are illegal to hunt. Lebao 
said that now they could only hunt bamboo rats and wild cats. 
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food leads to commensality between hunters and dogs, as a biological and a social 

phenomenon (Goldstein, 2018). Camaraderie is also developed through hunting and 

sharing the ‘harvest’ together. 

Training hunting dogs from puppyhood is another form of cooperation that hunters 

enjoy. Although dog physiognomy comes first, in the identification of good hunting 

tugou, some hunters still train their puppies. Fangtu showed me a video of himself 

training two hunting puppies: he bought a rabbit and released them in the yard. The two 

puppies immediately started chasing them. Fangtu said that this training helped puppies 

become more sensitive to the scent of moving animals and able to run more quickly. 

Lebao told me that he also trained a new hunting tugou by riding a bike and allowing the 

tugou to run after the bike, thus teaching the dog to run faster to catch prey. He also tied 

a plastic bottle to a stick and shook it around the tugou’s head to induce him to bite it, 

thus training the hunting tugou to bite. 

Working with and training hunting tugou are both processes of dominance. Hunters 

have the leading role in strengthening their dogs’ hunting ability through training; 

deciding when, where, and how to hunt; and dividing the prey animals. Most of the 

time, hunting tugou obey the hunters’ directions, including two different whistles 

meaning ‘come here’ and ‘bite!’, as Qing told me. As Tuan suggests, ‘affection’ is 

combined with ‘power’, as people delight in making others submit to their own will 

(1984: 168). Hunting and training are a form of cooperation that hunters and hunting 

tugou both enjoy. Hunters acknowledge this mutual enjoyment, shared by humans and 

dogs. Liehou, an amateur hunter in his forties living in rural Yulin, told me that when he 

and his friends were preparing to hunt, the hunting tugou would understand and became 

excited. Hunters’ affection for particular hunting tugou grows with the successes of 

these hunter-led cooperative efforts. My informants all had favourite hunting tugou: 

those with the best hunting skills. Some were good at finding precious prey, while others 

took the lead in rushing towards prey animals. 

Thirdly, by working together and understanding the characteristics of hunting tugou, 

hunters develop an identification with them. Some hunters keep other types of hunting 
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dogs, such as Xiasi105 and Huban106, but most hunters in Yulin still prefer Yulin’s 

hunting tugou. Qing was one of them. He described how Guangxi men resembled their 

tugou: 

‘We Guangxi men are short, in a folk adage as ‘five-short-stature’, just as 

our tugou: short legs, short body, that is ‘five-short-stature’, but we suit 

best in our climate and environment. Short and thin hunting tugou with 

short hair fits best in the hills and mountains. Such ‘five-short-dogs’ are 

like Guangxi men that has broad chest, very good stamina and robust body. 

We are both skilled in working. These are traits of people and dogs growing 

up in the mountains.’ (Qing, 2016) 

My observations confirm that Qing strongly resembled his hunting tugou: short body, 

broad chest, single-minded and hard-working, always wearing rugged clothes, ready to 

endure hardship for a long time, and not picky about what he ate. Qing told me that 

hunting tugou stood out by being more vigorous than guard tugou. Although he did not 

explicitly compare himself to rural men who did not hunt, Qing’s identification with 

hunting tugou gave him confidence that he was well adapted to the local environment 

and ‘skilled in working’. Hunters and hunting tugou are the best representatives of ideal 

rural masculinities. Although I was not able to go hunting, I managed to observe some 

interactions between Qing and his hunting tugou: 

‘As soon as Qing opened the gate to the yard in front of his bungalow, 

about fifteen dogs came around and surrounded us slowly. The tugou 

slightly wagged their tails. They came over, sniffed me, and then left. On 

that day, Qing was giving injections to these tugou because they were 

infected with parvovirus 107 . Qing grabbed these dogs and gave them 

 

105 Xiasi is a type of local hunting dog in Guizhou Province. 
106 Huban is a type of local hunting dog with patterned skin that resembles a tiger from Southern China. 
107 They had not been vaccinated against the parvovirus so many of them were infected. Later some of 
the dogs died and some recovered. The treatment provided by Qing was, in fact, for human respiratory 
infections but he thought it was helpful. 
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injections. Most dogs just stood there waiting to be injected and did not 

respond to the needles. But one particular dog struggled a lot. Qing told 

me, in a tone of disapproval, that ‘only this dog is timid’. Later, Qing 

brought two hunting tugou out to the field. Suddenly, the dogs became alert 

and excited. They rushed and delved into the bush outside the house and 

used their paws to explore inside. Soon one of the dogs disappeared out of 

sight. Qing clapped his hands and whistled ‘chu, chu’ for a while, but the 

dog come back much later. Qing said awkwardly that these tugou had been 

locked up for a while and were too excited.’ (Fieldnotes, 5th December, 

2016) 

 

Picture 6.4: Qing’s Hunting Tugou 

Four themes are worth noting in the field note above. First, I observed that Qing and his 

hunting tugou were both composed and reserved. When the dogs met us, they 

approached us slowly, only slightly wagging their tails. These dogs were not as 
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vivacious as some of the pet dogs I played with, who would jump at me as soon as they 

saw me. This may have been because they were sick; they also looked thinner than other 

tugou I met in Yulin. However, the two dogs became very excited in the field, despite 

their sickness. Their reserved attitude towards Qing may suggest that the relationship 

between hunters and hunting tugou is less emotionally charged than that between pet 

dogs and their keepers. Qing spoke highly of his hunting tugou and enjoyed his own 

identification with them. However, the affection that hunters feel for their hunting tugou 

is expressed in a reserved way, with few words addressed to the dogs and much less 

physical attachment than I observed between pet-dog keepers and their dogs.  

Second, hunting tugou are expected to be brave. Qing recognised this bravery by 

slightly reproaching the only dog struggling with the needle for being ‘timid’. Qing’s 

identification with and affection for hunting tugou was based on his admiration for the 

tugou’s virtues, such as being brave. Third, Qing felt awkward when his dogs did not 

obey his call to come back. This shows that having his dogs under control was important 

for Qing’s status as a good hunter, especially when showing a researcher how he hunted 

with his dogs. Dominance over dogs is an important part of the relationship between 

hunters and their dogs. Last but not least, this fieldnote and Picture 6.4 suggest that dogs 

experience a relatively low level of care in this relationship. Qing’s dogs were quite thin, 

with spots and bald patches on their skin that made them look quite weathered. Qing did 

not vaccinate them and they were infected with parvovirus. Besides, as Qing said, he 

had kept the dogs locked up for too long. Like other hunting tugou keepers, Qing fed 

them mainly on rice porridge. The dogs received simple food, shelter108, and essential 

veterinary care. Qing told me that sometimes, when a favoured hunting tugou was 

injured or disabled in a hunt, the hunter would look after the dog for the rest of their life 

as a reward for their contribution. However, this was an exception to normal practice. 

My other informants told me that hunters normally sold hunting tugou with bad hunting 

performances either at the Big Market109 or to a dog slaughterhouse. Le, an amateur 

 

108 Some hunting tugou are used as guard dogs when they are not hunting. 
109 Even if hunters sell their hunting tugou at the Big Market, these dogs are very likely eaten by buyers, 
if they are already adults. 
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hunter in his twenties, told me that some hunters ate hunting tugou that performed badly, 

although he would not do that personally. 

The dogs’ care is conditional on their usefulness. It is basic care, different from the 

‘care’ defined in the literature review as an ethos combining ‘caring about’ and ‘caring 

for’. Hunting tugou are not provided with more than minimal care because, as masculine 

dogs, they are not supposed to need care. Although hunting tugou are dominated by 

hunters, they are not seen as vulnerable, just loyal. Hunting tugou are supposed to be 

strong and carefree, with a crude and rugged lifestyle. They are supposed to endure 

hardship, whether being hurt by wild animals during a hunt or tethered outside for a long 

time. This is why Rui’s father-in-law prefers tugou with scars. To a certain extent, ‘care’ 

can be an insult to the masculine virtues of hunting tugou, as identified by the hunters in 

themselves. 

Another aspect of the identification between hunters and their dogs is the excitement 

they share in hunting, especially the moment when dogs catch the prey. Lebao described 

the excitement of a dog bite, as follows: 

‘When the dog rushes forward to the prey, you can feel the excitement. It’s 

such a great thrill when the dog catches the prey. At that time, even the 

short-sighted people will not be short-sighted, the whole body of us are 

very agile.’ (Lebao, 2017) 

To describe the excitement of hunting, Lebao uses an exaggeration: even short-sighted 

people can see clearly when the dog catches the prey. Symbolically, it is the men who 

catch the prey, bite it to death, and get hold of them. Hunters love to share on social 

media the moment when hunting tugou attack their prey, both in online hunting groups 

and on their own social media accounts. Short ten-second videos capture vividly the 

scene of vigorous struggle between hunting tugou and prey animals110, often 

accompanied by loud barking and yelling from the dogs and hunters at the scene. 

 

110 Some prey animals, such as wild boars and snakes, fight back and can hurt hunting tugou. 
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Xiyang shared with me a video in which a group of five dogs attacked a snake about 

five metres long. They were hunting the snake for food. The five dogs attacked the 

snake from different angles, cooperating with each other. Although they were not his 

hunting dogs, he enjoyed watching and circulating such dramatic scenes because he 

identified with the dogs’ excitement and boldness. The excitement of hunting as a risky 

activity is another part of the masculinities shared by hunting tugou and hunters.  

To conclude, the power relationship between hunters and hunting tugou can be 

characterised as ‘dominance and affection’. This affection is not a tender feeling. 

Instead, it is expressed via their aesthetic taste of tugou, the attention paid to their ‘good 

looks’ and performance, the enjoyment of cooperation, and the hunters’ identification 

with their dogs’ physical traits, tempers, and the excitement of biting. Hunters treat their 

hunting tugou seriously, but not sentimentally. This is an ancient and professional 

relationship, which is part of masculine identity for rural men in Yulin. First, the good 

performance of hunting tugou enables hunters to become better at catching ‘wild taste’ 

and experts on men’s pastimes in rural Yulin. Second, hunters identify with the virtues 

associated with hunting tugou: bravery, strength, vigilance, and perseverance. These 

important virtues are also associated with rural masculinities in Yulin. In other words, 

both men and tugou are Yang animals that share the same Yang properties. Third, men 

enjoy the fight, when hunting tugou attack prey animals. It appeals to their fighting spirit 

as men facing enemies.  

Dogfighting and Rural Masculinities 

Men’s other favourite ‘game’ with dogs in Yulin is dogfighting, another activity 

associated with rural masculinities, especially the fighting spirit of men. Almost all of 

my informants mentioned dog chase or bites in childhood. Dogs, especially tugou, are 

associated with ‘biting potential’. Some people, especially women, are afraid of tugou. 

However, some men go the opposite way. They turn to dogfighting, either as audience 

members or handlers (men performing dogfighting by leading and encouraging their 

dogs to fight). Pang, an experienced handler and judge of the fighting skills of tugou–

pit-bull crossbreeds, described why he enjoyed dogfighting: 
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‘The excitement that dogfighting has brought me is unmatched and beyond 

comparison! It is the visual impact of the biting and the praise that I got 

after winning a game that can drive me crazy about the game… Every scar 

is a medal and each time of blood shed is to guard one’s own dignity.’ 

(Pang, 2017) 

The excitement Pang felt in dogfighting and the risks he took (losing could mean a large 

amount of money lost) were both associated with the masculinities analysed above. The 

praise and honour of winning a game was what Pang yearned for as a man; they 

reassured him that his masculine identity was powerful and respected. Geertz noted that 

in Bali, fighting between cocks was a symbolic competition for prestige between 

humans (2005). Similarly, the scars on his dogs were medals for Pang the handler, 

whose dignity was guarded by the dogs’ bloodshed. Pang enjoyed the image of ‘biting’, 

which was the central signification of violence, strength, control, and the ability to 

dominate the dog. Biting can inflict an impact that renders the other hurt, injured, and 

forced to yield to the violent power of the biting dog. This process resonates with rural 

masculinities in Yulin in terms of men’s own readiness to protect their clans through 

violence. 

However, dogfighting has specific connotations. There is a long dogfighting tradition in 

Yulin. Tugou fighting was prevalent until the introduction of American pit bulls in the 

1990s111. There are no laws regulating dogfighting, but dogfighting is always associated 

with the illegal activity of gambling. As a result, dogfighting is a semi-underground 

activity, involving a circle of men who form a subculture. Harding has found that most 

 

111 The American pit bull is a notorious breed of dogs; in the UK and US, they are associated in the media 
with criminal and gang activity (Harding, 2012: 27). They have ‘a locking jaw’, ‘a higher pound-per-
square-inch bite power than other dogs’, are ‘impervious to pain and more dangerous during attack’, 
‘attack without warning’ and ‘some of them are ‘unpredictable and unstable’ (33). American pit bulls are 
banned in the UK, following the ‘Dangerous Dogs Act’ in 1991. As there are no similar regulations in 
China, American pit bulls have become popular among men who love dogfighting. Now there are three 
types of fighting dogs in Yulin: tugou, American pit bulls, and a tugou–pit-bull crossbreed. Fight-dog 
handlers told me that tugou fighting was not spectacular because the dogs fought for only a few minutes 
and then gave up. American pit bulls and pit bull-tugou crosses fight for a longer time. At the present 
time, fighting with American pit bulls is the most prevalent type of dogfighting. 
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men who participate in dogfighting in the UK are young gang members from dangerous, 

neglected, and disadvantaged communities or those involved in ‘street life’ (2012: 244). 

However, Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth’s study of dogfighting in the US South 

suggested that most fighting-dog handlers were ‘otherwise law-abiding citizens’ and that 

both middle-class and working-class men participated in dogfighting (2007: 211). 

Middle-class men regard dogfighting as a hobby, while working-class men take it more 

seriously, as a way to achieve masculine status, which is difficult for them to achieve in 

other ways (2007). In Yulin, as far as I could tell from the fighting-dog handlers I was 

introduced to, two types of men were involved in dogfighting: men from rural 

backgrounds who got rich doing business during the post-Reform and Opening-up 

Policy era, and men from rural backgrounds who were still trying to get rich through 

business or gambling. Pang told me that many of the ‘heavy players of dogfighting’ had 

big businesses to support their hobby. These men, who have careers other than 

dogfighting, are not involved in other illegal activities, as far as I know.  

Next, I will analyse the relationship between fighting-dog handlers and their fighting 

dogs through an observation of dogfighting. I was brought to a fight by Haibin, a 

handler in the rich-businessman category. I met Haibin when I was walking my dog 

Xiaoma in Cultural Square and he was walking his tugou. He told me that he was a 

fighting-dog handler and would like to take me to watch two dogfights that Saturday. I 

agreed because I had previously attended a dogfight with Lu112 and was psychologically 

prepared for it. For safety reasons, I invited a male friend in Yulin to come with me. On 

Saturday morning, Haibin drove for half an hour to a stadium in the countryside of 

Yulin. There was a big yard with a sign that said ‘Evil dogs inside! Keep Out’ on the 

gate. In the yard, I saw several American pit bulls tethered to stakes (Picture 6.5 shows 

one of them). Many cars were parked there and groups of men were chatting. Haibin 

soon met a few friends and began to chat with them. He later told me that before the 

fight began, the two parties would place bets on their dogs to win. The audience would 

 

112 Lu was the owner of a ‘five-red tugou’. He worked for a furniture factory. I have introduced Lu in 
Chapter Five. 
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place bets alongside, with each player’s friends placing bets to support his dog. Soon, 

the game began. I bought a ticket and entered the stadium. 

 

Picture 6.5: An American Pit Bull Tethered to a Drainpipe outside the Stadium 

The American pit-bull fighting match was held in a stadium built specifically for 

dogfighting. It had a square stage, like a boxing ring, in the centre. Audience seats 

surrounded the square in the middle and ascended from the middle to the edge in steps 

(Picture 6.6). There were more than one hundred people in the audience. I saw only two 

other women in the audience. One was sitting with a man, who seemed to be her brother 

or partner, and the other told me she had come with her male friend particularly for the 

gambling. 

Before each match, the two participating dogs were given baths beside the stage. Haibin 

told me that this was done in case a keeper had put poison on the body of his dog to kill 

its rival. According to Haibin, before the game, the dogs were always injected with 

some kind of chemical stimulant by their keepers. Then the match began. In total, five 

individuals stayed in the ring: two fighting pit bulls, their handlers, and a judge. Once 

the judge signalled the start, the handlers let go of the pit bulls, who eagerly rushed 
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toward each other and started fighting. I did not see clearly whether the two parties were 

dogs or bitches. According to Lu, the sex of the dog does not matter. A bitch can be as 

ferocious as a dog (this statement presupposes that ‘female dogs’ might be less ferocious 

than ‘male dogs’, but actually they are not. It is possible that Lu sensed this meaning in 

my question about the gender of dogs in relation to their strength and therefore answered 

in this way). The dogs were muscular and focused on biting. Instead of jumping around, 

they fixed onto each other’s bodies. Soon, I could smell blood. The handlers squatted or 

stood beside the dogs, clapped their hands, and growled to encourage the dogs to go on 

biting (Picture 6.6). After a while, I saw the judge separate the two and begin another 

round. The dogs were biting so hard that the judge had to use a stick to pry their mouths 

open, and the white stick got covered in blood. The two dogs mainly attacked each 

other’s heads. After a while, they changed their angle of biting. The audience cheered 

and applauded when this happened. After one hour and about ten rounds, the pit bulls 

slowed down. Finally, one pit bull was too tired to attack the other, and the judge 

declared that the other dog had won the fight.  

 

Picture 6.6: American Pit Bulls Fighting a Match 



188 
 

Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth have found that ‘the rules of the sport are primarily 

concerned with penalising any dog who behaves cowardly’ and rewarding dogs ‘who 

display masculine characteristics with status and prestige’ (2007: 213). It is the same in 

Yulin. A dog who shows weakness, flinching and retreating, will be considered the 

loser, as Lu told me. The rules of the game do not require death or significant injury to 

end a match. The first dog to show signs of retreating is the loser. Unlike the cockfights 

in Bali, where the cocks do not want to fight and are poked, tormented, or put into a 

cage with another other cock to excite them (Geertz, 2005: 63), here in Yulin, dogs are 

expected to exhibit a spirit of fighting, the basic quality required to be in a match. 

Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth (2007) found that cowardly dogs were killed. In this way, 

people could end their relationships with losing dogs and avoid picking up their 

weakness and cowardice. The case in Yulin was similar but less strict. Pang told me that 

many losing dogs were killed and sold to dog-meat dealers, while others were sold at 

cheap prices to continue their fighting lives. Some people kept them and restored their 

strength so they could fight again in future.  

The second match that Saturday morning showed how the losing dog was abandoned 

immediately. The fight was between a black dog and a yellow dog. The keeper of the 

yellow dog was an old man who shouted loudly and excitedly, as if he were about to 

attack the other dog himself. He actually knelt down by the side of his dog on his hands 

and knees, just like a dog. He roared whole-heartedly and attentively. As his dog 

changed positions, moving forward to bite the black dog, he too crawled forward like a 

dog, yelling a rhythmic encouragement. 

The old man’s imitation of a dog and attempt to merge into his fighting dog in this 

crucial match reminded me of Haraway’s ‘the making of the selves through a mutual 

dance’ (2003). Here, fighting with his dog was a violent version of the mutual dance of 

‘becoming with’, in which the self of the old man took shape. By joining the match with 

four-legged movements and shouts, the old man became the dog’s fighting companion, 

working as a pack member to encourage him. Haraway explained how Barbara Smuts 

learned the body language of baboons to communicate and live with them (2008). In a 

similar way, the old man used his body language to be together with his dog. He fused 
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together with the pit bull in a common effort to fight and win. At least in that moment, 

joined by a common theme of fighting and winning, the old man and his dog realised a 

special dance with the same language.  

However, this identification and the mutual dance did not last long. Unfortunately, the 

old man’s dog lost the match. He was bitten too seriously and bled too much. Realising 

that his dog had lost the energy to win, the old man gave in and admitted defeat. Soon 

after the game, quite a few people surrounded the old man and his dog, and the old man 

was arguing fiercely. Soon, I learned that the keeper had just sold the losing pit bull to 

someone else for a small sum of money. The pit bull was tethered outside the stadium 

and his new keeper went back in to see another fighting show (Picture 6.7). 

 

Picture 6.7: A Pit Bull that just Lost a Fight 

The mutual dance between a dog and a human in Haraway’s analysis is based on a 

positive and encouraging relationship, which does not change with the result of an 

agility competition. In this dogfight, the old man’s sense of responsibility for the dog 

was clearly conditional on the result of the fight. Intense cooperation during the fight did 

not indicate ‘care’ in the relationship. One moment, the old man was encouraging his 

dog to fight wholeheartedly and ‘dancing’ together with his dog; the next moment, he 
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had abandoned his dog. Nobody cared about the wounded dogs outside the stadium. 

They were all concentrating on their own interests: gambling money on the new match. 

This contrast between the old man’s attitude towards his dog during and after the match 

shows that men’s affection for their fighting dogs and their identification with the dogs 

are conditional on the dogs’ ability to win current or future matches. 

For fighting dogs to win, daily training is an indispensable part by the relationship. 

Haibin told me that a keeper needs patience and perseverance to keep a good fighting 

dog. Every day, the keeper must train the dog to run and bite. Picture 6.8 shows a 

treadmill for a dog to practice running every day, and Picture 6.9 shows an American pit 

bull practising biting with a piece of cowhide. Attached to the treadmill is a thick iron 

chain and a mechanical spring. Pit bulls pull at the end of the spring to exercise their 

muscles. Picture 6.9 also shows how a piece of cowhide can focus the pit bull’s 

attention; the dog wants to pierce the resilient cowhide. These pictures were taken at the 

home of Douchen, a dogfighter introduced to me by Lu.  

When I observed the dog in Picture 6.9 biting the cowhide, I was surprised to find that 

the pit bull was always eager to do so. Once the pit bull was let out by his master from 

his locked kennel, he jumped and barked for the cowhide. After half an hour’s biting, 

when the master wanted him to stop, he would not stop. The thick cowhide stayed in the 

dog’s jaw and it took another five minutes for his master to get it out. According to 

Harding, a prominent characteristic of pit bulls is their malleability. ‘They have an 

inherent willingness to be what the owner wishes them to be, rather than being 

generically vicious or gentle.’ (2012: 36). So pit bulls can be ferocious, but they develop 

this tendency through the guidance of their keepers. Here, with the keeper’s expectation 

that these dogs would be trained to be aggressive and powerful at biting, these dogs 

developed an intention to bite violently. 
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Picture 6.8: Treadmill for Fighting Dogs 

 

Picture 6.9: A Pit Bull Practicing Biting with a Piece of Cowhide 
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Like the relationship between hunters and their dogs, the power relationship between 

fighting-dog handlers and their dogs is characterised as ‘dominance and affection’. 

Handlers take the lead in this relationship, as they train their dogs and take them to 

matches. Their affection for the dogs is based on identification: they are willing to fight 

and they cooperate in fighting. Here, my informants used the pit bull’s willingness to 

fight as a justification for the pain that handlers imposed upon their dogs during 

matches. Handlers are also attracted to the well-built bodies they have shaped by feeding 

and exercising their dogs. Haibin said with pride that his dogs had the most balanced 

and good-looking bodies. Pang commented that ‘dog playing is like appreciating 

beautiful jadeware. It is an enjoyment to have an appreciation of the physical bodies of 

dogs when free.’ This ‘attention’, though advocated by Donovan (2006) as important for 

forming a caring relationship, is not the sufficient condition leading to care. The care 

work provided to fighting dogs mainly serves the interests of the keeper. So ‘care’ in the 

sense of ‘the ethics of care’, does not characterise this relationship, even though fighting 

dogs are fed much better than hunting tugou. Fighting dogs are fed to build their 

muscles, only to get broken during fights. In other aspects of life, such as free roaming, 

fighting dogs are strictly limited. Unwanted dogs are disposed of. In addition, fighting-

dog keepers give their dogs stimulants that may harm their health. The keepers do not 

consider this from the perspective of care.  

Through this dogfighting relationship, men achieve a status. By leading their dogs to 

win a fight, handlers achieve a sense of power in themselves. The dogs fighting other 

dogs resemble the Yulin men fighting other men to protect the interests of their clans. 

Identification with fighting dogs assures the men’s fighting ability, an important aspect 

of traditional rural masculinities. Bravery and perseverance, the virtues men see in 

fighting dogs, are masculine traits cherished in rural Yulin. More importantly, winning a 

match means earning money, an important aspect of rural masculinities in the era of 

modernisation. Douchen told me that, initially, it was gambling that attracted him to 

become a handler. I could sense an urgent thirst for money in him. This thirst was 

desperate, as he had no other way to get rich. As a marginalised, poor rural man, 

Douchen had little economic capital that could help him start his own business and little 
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cultural capital, such as education, to provide him with a good job. Dogfighting, as a 

rural activity that could generate money, therefore appealed to Douchen. Dogfighting 

served as an alternative way for Douchen to achieve masculinities, when he had few 

other options. 

For Haibin, who was already rich, dogfighting was less a money-making endeavour than 

a way of showing off his success and wealth. Haibin told me that he fed his fighting 

dogs beef and other expensive food every day. He was proud of having a secret formula 

to nourish the well-built bodies of his pit bulls. He could also afford the best dog 

trainers. ‘We always win in Yulin. Our dogs have the most beautiful and strong muscles 

in Yulin that no other dogs could compare’ Haibin said breezily. For Haibin, 

dogfighting was a status symbol of wealth combined with a fighting spirit, expressing 

his rural masculinities in the era of modernisation. 

Dogfighters are not bothered by the illegal nature of their activities. Like hunters, not 

caring about certain laws forms part of the handlers’ rural masculinities. What’s more, 

dogfight organisers make dogfighting look decent by using a specific stadium, following 

formal procedures, selling tickets, and issuing pennants to winners. Dogfighting is 

something that the handlers take pride in. 

Despite all of these efforts, dogfighting is still a marginalised activity in Yulin and 

China. The pride in dogfighting is limited to these men’s own subculture. Their taste for 

the violence of dogs has been shaped by their rural experience of dogs and lack of 

education, which equates to low cultural capital in the mainstream culture. Handlers 

may be rich or poor; what they have in common is a lack of education. Thus, fighting-

dog handlers do not have access to the ‘wen masculinities’, theorised by Louie as artistic 

talents and scholarly knowledge, traditionally associated with the higher classes in 

China (2002).  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has shown how two forms of ‘dog playing’ are associated with rural 

masculinities in Yulin. These human-dog relationships are characterised by ‘dominance 

and affection’ as men have power over their dogs, appreciate their appearance, and 

enjoy the dogs’ performance of physical violence. In hunting with dogs and identifying 

with them, men perform their rural masculinities by adapting to wildness, conquering 

wild animals, and providing their families with additional food. In dogfighting, men are 

able to combine money-making and inflicting physical violence into a new form of rural 

masculinities in Yulin’s modernisation and commercialisation process. However, low 

levels of education and the experience of dogs as brave, strong, and ferocious shape the 

way in which dog enthusiasts perform their masculinities in rural Yulin. 

The type of human-dog relationship to be discussed in the next chapter will form a sharp 

contrast to those of the current chapter. A new understanding of dogs as loving and 

‘clingy’, contributing to different human-dog relationships, is characterised not by 

physical harm, but gentleness and care. Urban young man are redoing their gender with 

pet dogs. At the same time, the Big Market is still open, with ‘dog masters’ using their 

traditional knowledge of dogs to help men become dog enthusiasts and to progress in 

hunting and fighting with dogs. Through their efforts, the rural masculinities still 

involve physical violence, bravery, a carefree attitude, vigilance, perseverance, and 

stamina, the qualities that men identify with dogs in these relationships.  
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Chapter Seven: Pet Dogs 

The previous two chapters have analysed several types of human-dog relationship 

traditional to Yulin and based mainly in rural areas. This chapter turns to the relatively 

new phenomenon of keeping dogs as pets, who live inside the home without a working 

purpose in urban Yulin. As discussed in the literature review and context of Yulin in 

Chapter Four, the cultural phenomenon of pet-dog keeping was introduced to Yulin over 

the past ten years via the spreading pet-dog industry, which has arrived from the West. 

This chapter explores how the cultural globalisation of pet-dog keeping has been 

received and localised in Yulin and what forms of relationships have developed between 

people and dogs as pets. 

Although the discussion in this chapter is based mainly on formal interviews and 

observations in urban Yulin, I also include my daily participant observation and social-

media analyses. The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section, ‘bringing 

dogs into homes’, discusses what motivates people to keep dogs as pets in urban Yulin 

and how traditional perceptions of dogs play a role in the practice of pet-dog keeping. 

The second section, ‘connected to humanity’, argues that understanding dogs in 

humanised ways provides a basis for building relationships between people and dogs as 

pets. The third section, ‘from affection to care’, analyses how people’s affection for 

dogs nourishes an ethics of care through human-pet communications. In the fourth 

section, ‘doing gender with pet dogs’, I argue that the caring relationship has great 

potential to spread through a discourse of love in pet-dog keeping communities. It is 

also associated with both masculinities and femininities among the younger generation 

in urban Yulin.  

Bringing Dogs into Homes 

As a relatively new cultural phenomenon that has taken off in Yulin during the past ten 

years, keeping dogs as pets was new to most of my participants, most of whom were 

living with their very first pet dog. This section argues that this new phenomenon is 
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connected to a wider trend involving the consumption of cuteness in China, under a 

series of post-socialist conditions, including the market economy, opening up to 

Western cultures, reconstructing contemporary femininities, and the rise of mass media. 

Among these social conditions, traditional rural perceptions of dogs still persist and play 

a minor role in creating a relationship between people and their pet dogs. This section is 

therefore divided into three parts: cuteness and femininities, ownership of cuteness, and 

traditional barriers. 

1. Cuteness and Femininities 

Almost all of my participants mentioned that pet dogs were cute. The next subsection 

will argue that the pet-dog industry in China is based on the consumption of cuteness. 

Before that, this section will introduce the spread of cuteness, as a theme in the 

contemporary consumption culture, and its relatedness to contemporary femininities in 

China. Researchers who study Chinese femininities have identified three eras with 

different types of femininities in China: traditional Confucian femininities, which bind 

women at home and require them to be obedient to men (Chong, 2013; Duara, 2002, 

cited in Chong, 2013: 244); Maoist iron-girl femininities, which require women to work 

like men (Zheng, 2016; Huang, 2013; Yang and Yan, 2017); and post-socialist modern 

femininities, which are more complicated. Liu found that young women negotiate and 

build up modern identities by appropriating discourses about women from different 

channels (2014). They include ‘renewed patriarchal-familial norms’, meaning that their 

future husbands should have higher incomes than themselves and focus on work more 

than they do on themselves; ‘Western neoliberal individual autonomy’, meaning that 

they should have their own income; and ‘consumerism’, meaning an interest in 

consuming products related to fashion/beauty, health, sex, and lifestyle (20–22; Jin, 

2018; Sun, 2014). This commercialisation of products for women comes mainly from 

the West via mass-media propaganda (fashion magazines, TV programmes, 

advertisements) and Western-style femininity. It is now considered desirable to have a 

beautiful, slim, young, Westernised face and figure, and women pursue commercialised 

femininity under the discourse of self-development and success (Thornham and Feng, 

2010; Jin, 2018).  
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Thornham and Feng also note that modern femininities in China do not directly imitate 

Western femininities (2010). The ‘Chinese qualities’ of being ‘soft and gentle’ are 

involved in Chinese femininities and many Chinese girls turn, not to the West, but to 

Japan for their beauty models (Jahansson, 2001: 107–108, cited in Thornham and Feng, 

2010: 205). Qiu has analysed the way in which Chinese young women display childlike 

and innocent ‘cuteness’ as their identities (under the influence of Japanese feminised 

kawaii[cuteness] aesthetic culture), as a performance of feminine sexuality in romantic 

relationships, to appeal to Chinese men and win their approval (2013; see also Yano, 

2009). This display of cuteness is a subtle alternative strategy to blatant sexual 

presentation, of the type self-criticised by Chinese official authorities as ‘decadent 

Western culture’ (Shao, 2005: 20–21, cited in Qiu, 2013: 231). It is a trend for young 

women to post cute selfies online; the viewers or consumers of cuteness include both 

men and women (Qiu, 2013). 

Qiu’s analysis of cuteness as an aspect of modern femininities in China explains the 

popularity of cuteness, especially in online communities (2013). Further, many 

researchers have noticed the widespread nature of cuteness and its appeal to young 

people in different areas of modern culture in China, especially through product and 

website designs (Doland, 2016; Botz-Bornstein, 2008; Marcus et al., 2017). Trying to 

define cuteness, many authors have highlighted the fact that cuteness is childlike, an 

intentional display of weakness and gentleness, and also affection-arousing (Dale et al., 

2017; Botz-Bornstein, 2008; Marcus et al., 2017; May, 2019). Cuteness can apply to 

humans, animals, and even things. Dale et al. emphasised that images of animals 

portrayed as cute have been commercialised and widely circulated in various media 

(2017). In addition, both young women and young men consume cute-themed products 

and information, adopting what Botz-Bornstein calls a cute ‘subjective attitude’ (2008: 

97). This cultural phenomenon is widespread around the globe but especially prominent 

in East Asia, under the influence of Japan (Brown, 2011). 

As analysed above, cuteness has spread to Chinese culture through global consumerism, 

and members of the younger generation are the major consumers of cuteness. In 

addition, cuteness can be part of modern femininities for young women, alongside 
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striving for personal success and a commitment to traditional gender roles in families. 

This was the case with the women I knew in Yulin. Generally speaking, I did not see 

clear patterns of femininities in Yulin. Although the women were mainly occupied with 

taking care of children, many were also ambitious about their careers. Some of the 

women I met were patient with their children, while others were tough: scolding the 

children and threatening to beat them113. Many women participants told me that they 

believed that their daughters and sons were equal, but needed to have at least one son to 

fulfil their family responsibilities. Women are aware of and balancing different values in 

their personal life choices. At the same time, the younger generation of women, 

especially in urban Yulin, are consumers of cuteness. Many of them wear fine makeup, 

fashionable clothes, talk about staying fit, post cute selfies in WeChat Moments, and 

send me cute memes in WeChat communication.  

2. Ownership of Cuteness 

In the context of cuteness consumption and cuteness as an aspect of feminine identities, 

pet-dog keeping has grown into a new cultural phenomenon in urban Yulin, especially 

for women and men in their twenties and thirties. The majority of my pet-dog keeping 

informants were young women, suggesting the association of cuteness with femininities. 

However, men are also susceptible to the charm of cute dogs, as will be analysed later. 

Pet dogs are cute in young people’s eyes, as suggested by Picture 7.1, which is a picture 

drawn by my informant Baoli (in her mid-twenties) of and for her dog Gugu. Baoli told 

me that this picture shows Gugu in her mind. The bright and gentle colours, soft strokes, 

big eyes, dancing gesture, and pink dress, all suggest a cute and feminine portrayal of a 

dog. 

 

113 Ren, a teacher of ‘positive discipline’ for parents in Yulin, shared with me that some mothers beat 
their children, as fathers do. 
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Picture 7.1: Portrait for Gugu  
(With kind permission of my informant Baoli) 

Economic cost was not a major concern for my participants in deciding to keep dogs114. 

Most of the pet-dog keepers I met were either young people with a stable income or 

retired elderly people whose children had bought them pet dogs for company. Many of 

them had middle-class jobs115, for example, as officers in state-owned companies, but 

some did not. I have found that recognising cuteness in pet dogs plays an important role 

 

114 A pet dog can cost as little as ¥600 (about £70) and as much as ¥10,000 (about £1162). The amount of 
money that people spend on dogs varies. However, by my rough calculation, to keep a small-sized 
healthy dog can cost as little as ¥2000 (about £232.6) a year (Appendix E), the equivalent of 6.2% of 
annual income per capita in urban Yulin in 2017 (Yulin Statistics Bureau, 2018). Thus keeping dogs as 
pets does not have a high economic threshold.  
115 Many authors find it problematic to define ‘middle class’, especially in China (Tang, 2017). Some use a 
subjective approach, believing that social class is part of an individual’s self-concept, while others use an 
objective approach, arguing that indicators including income, apartment ownership, occupation, and 
educational background should be used to determine social class (Morreale, Shostya, and Villada, 2018). 
Here I use occupation to indicate social class because pet-dog keepers are mainly young people who 
have just started their careers, so their income levels are lower than those of older people; they have 
not yet owned a house under their names. The education sector in Yulin has been expanding fast since 
the 1990s, so educational level is not a stable indicator of social class (the younger generation generally 
has a higher level of education than older generations). Occupations, however, indicate the prospects 
associated with one’s future career path and social status. Middle-class occupations mainly involve 
white-collar professionals (Miao, 2017), such as government officials, managers, and clerical workers 
(Yang, 2010). 
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in people’s decision to keep dogs as pets. Despite the fact that some participants started 

keeping dogs as pets after caring for other people’s dogs and developing an attachment 

to them, while the dogs of most elderly participants were gifts from children or younger 

relatives, most of my participants decided to keep pet dogs because they were cute. 

Some people became attracted to certain breeds of dogs portrayed by the media. 

Xiaomei116 told me that cute pictures of Labradors in Weibo117 lured her into buying her 

own Labrador. She was also touched by the film ‘Quill’,118 which featured a Labrador. 

Liang, who kept a corgi and a Pomeranian named Duckie and Fifty, told me that he 

always loved to read online posts about dogs: 

‘Sometimes when I read the news online a dog pops out from the webpage, 

very silly and cute. I have met quite a lot of such videos, because the 

browser seems to have defined me as a dog lover, so a lot of related topics 

jump out. By and by I want to keep a dog of my own.’ (Liang, 2017) 

Liang’s experience with cute dogs online reveals the widespread culture of cuteness 

online in China, as discussed previously. Pet-dog keeping is a consumption of cuteness 

as a cultural phenomenon, jointly influenced by the Western pet-dog industry and 

Japanese cute culture. Kun also said that she had liked dogs since childhood. Although 

the tugou she saw in rural areas were dirty and she was never allowed to touch them, she 

always had a liking for dogs. But for Kun, the desire to keep dogs as pets only increased 

greatly as she saw more about pet dogs online in recent two years. My participants got 

to know the breeds of dogs kept as pets and chose their favourite breeds to keep. Ding 

told me that he bought his Samoyed, Heite, because he was single. He wanted to use 

Heite’s cuteness to attract young women, a strategy that was quite successful. 

 

116 Xiaomei was one of my interview participants. She worked as an officer in a state-owned company.  
117 Weibo is a big social-media website in China, similar in format to Twitter. 
118 The film ‘Quill’ tells the story of a Labrador named ‘Quill’ growing up and becoming a guide dog for 
Watanabe, who initially resented dogs but was touched by Quill’s love and loyalty and changed his 
attitude. 
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In addition, some people decided to keep dogs as pets after they ‘witnessed’ or 

‘experienced’ pet dogs in pet shops or the homes of friends. Hong now owns her own 

business, but four years ago, when she was 21, she was a nurse and lived alone. She told 

me that she never thought about keeping a dog until, one day, a friend of hers brought 

her to another friend’s home, where she met a litter of puppies at exactly the weaning 

age. She was amazed by the cuteness of the puppies and immediately decided to buy one 

and take them home to keep as a pet. Shu119 had a similar experience: 

‘At the beginning I wanted to buy a husky because I only knew husky as a 

breed. I met a husky puppy at a friend’s home before the Spring Festival. I 

thought he was so cute. We run after him to play with him. So I decided to 

buy a dog.’ (Shu, 2017). 

Shu clearly did not count tugou as potential pet dogs in saying, ‘I only knew husky as a 

breed’. He told me that he was bitten by a tugou as a child in a rural area. Hong also told 

me that she was afraid of tugou before she met her pet dog. But she did not link that 

little cute creature with tugou. This point will be analysed further in the next chapter. A 

direct experience with a pet dog at home attracts people to imitate this practice. 

In addition, most pet dogs are given names associated with cuteness. To maintain 

anonymity, I have used pseudonyms for both people and dogs in this thesis, but here I 

will give examples to show the general trend in naming dogs. Many of my participants’ 

dogs were given Chinese names with reiterative locution to sound cute, such as Yaya 

(meaning ‘new leaf new leaf’), huahua (meaning ‘flower flower’). These names are 

often used as human-baby nicknames. Some dogs were given the names of cute things. 

Such as Apple and Mango. Other participants gave their dogs English names (e.g., Bob, 

Monica, and Jessica). A couple used the names of dog stars from foreign films (e.g., 

Hachi120). This phenomenon further confirms that pet-dog keeping is a result of cultural 

 

119 I introduced Shu in Chapter Four. He was an undergraduate student who bought a Pomeranian puppy 
named Leafie as a pet, but soon found that the puppy was sick. 
120 This name comes from the film Hachi: A Dog’s Tale, directed by Lasse Hallström. 
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globalisation and is mainly associated with Western culture. However, this introduction 

of Western culture is combined with cute elements, as many of the chosen names are not 

adult human names, but names for things/pets/little children. This is different from the 

phenomenon of giving dogs ‘human’ names in the UK since the late 20th century (Fox 

and Walsh, 2011: 100–101). 

The analysis above shows that the decision to get a dog is often frivolous and carried out 

on impulse, without serious consideration of whether an individual’s lifestyle or living 

space is suitable for pet-dog keeping, or whether they can afford veterinary treatment if 

the dog gets sick. As Hong said, initially she bought the dog just for fun. As a new 

cultural phenomenon in Yulin, keeping dogs as pets has a quality of impulsive 

consumption, which reflects that China is absorbing global consumerism (Arnold, 

Yuksel and Lyndon, 2019). Recognising cuteness in dogs involves a type of affection 

that leads young people to want to own and interact with dogs. As noted above, 

researchers believe that cuteness involves affection. In Chinese, ‘cute’ directly translates 

as ‘worth loving’, which involves an emotional element. 

The availability of pet products, such as dog food, makes it easy for people to buy dogs 

without concern, as long as they can afford them. When I met Shu in 2017, he was an 

undergraduate student studying in another city. He bought a Pomeranian during the 

winter holiday at home. When I asked how he would deal with the puppy when he 

returned to university, he hesitated, as he did not know whether to bring the dog with 

him or to ask his parents to take care of the dog at home. In 2019, Shu told me that he 

had given the dog away to a friend because no one in his family had time to care for the 

dog. This shows that he did not engage in careful consideration before buying a pet. 

Such frivolous decisions contribute to the rapid spread of pet-dog keeping in Yulin: both 

the images of pet dogs online and dogs in real life appeal to people. Their cuteness 

arouses affection and curiosity in young people, who want to explore a relationship with 

them, or to give them as gifts to their retired parents for company.  

3. Traditional Barriers 
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Having decided to bring a dog into their homes, people need to face certain issues 

related to traditional perceptions of dogs. In rural Yulin, guard dogs, hunting dogs, and 

fighting dogs are kept outside the home. This practice is in line with traditional concerns 

that dogs are unhygienic. As noted in Chapter Four, Yulin has undergone rapid 

urbanisation in recent years. Most of the people I met in Yulin had rural backgrounds 

and were more or less influenced by rural perceptions of dogs. Pet-dog keepers need to 

deal with these perceptions. For example, Kun keeps her Scottish Terrier Lala outside 

her bedroom because she believes that the bedroom should have a higher standard of 

cleanliness than the rest of the house. Huangzi and many others do not allow their dogs 

to get into their beds for the same reason. Qian allows her dog Dianxin to sleep on her 

bed but bathes him every other day. In addition, after each walk outdoors, Qian washes 

Dianxin’s feet and belly to make him clean. Others normally bathe their dogs once a 

week. I heard that pet-shop bathing services in Yulin are often fully booked. People also 

tend to wash their hands after touching their dogs. The issue of hygiene stops some 

people from keeping dogs as pets. Many people told me that they did not keep dogs as 

pets because they did not have time to keep them clean and tidy. My research assistant 

dog Xiaoma and I lived with my ‘surrogate mother’ Yun for a while and Xiaoma 

showed friendliness to Yun by putting his paws on her a lot. Yun was clearly anxious 

about whether Xiaoma would make her clothes dirty. She was also concerned that 

Xiaoma might put his paws on the bed and make the sheet dirty. Although Yun said that 

Xiaoma looked cute, she was unlikely to keep a pet dog herself.  

Even among people who keep dogs as pets, some are still distant from their dogs. 

Wang’s121 mother Xiang kept a mixed-breed small dog, Dangding, for fifteen years 

simply because her daughter bought the dog online. 

‘My daughter just bought this dog out of a whim, and she never hold the 

dog once or spare a look at the dog. So the caring work went to my hands... 

At first I wanted to send the dog away, but I was afraid that my daughter 

 

121 I introduced Wang in Chapter Five. He told me that, when chased by a tugou, he pretended to pick up 
a stone from the ground to frighten the tugou away. 
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was not happy about it. So I just kept her in a casual way, just like a tugou.’ 

(Xiang, 2017) 

When I asked Xiang whether she enjoyed the company of Dangding, she did not give a 

positive answer. Instead, she repeated that she often beat the dog for her misbehaviours 

and kept the dog just like a tugou. I asked her what it meant to keep her like a tugou, 

Xiang said that they fed leftover food to the dog and did not play with her. During our 

interview, Xiang did not refer Dangding by name, just as ‘the dog’. Worse, there was a 

large growth protruding from Dangding’s abdomen and I assume it was a tumour. When 

I met Dangding, she hid behind Xiang. Xiang told me that they did not treat Dangding 

because it was too expensive to see a vet. Xiang also told me that, as dogs are dirty and 

can carry rabies, she would not allow her family members to touch Dangding, especially 

her two-year-old grandson. When I asked why she did not get rid of the dog, Xiang said 

that ‘she was a life that I am unwilling to abandon’. 

As Xiang grew up in a rural area, her relationship with Dangding was deeply influenced 

by rural families’ relationships with their guard tugou. Traditional perceptions of dogs 

persist when people move to urban areas. Unlike members of the younger generation, 

Xiang was less sensitive to cuteness and never mentioned the term. When I asked 

whether she thought that dogs were cute, she nodded yes without much enthusiasm. 

Another traditional idea that persists is that dogs can be aggressive. Few dog keepers 

worry that their own dogs will hurt them, but they tend to be careful with their children. 

Sheying is a photographer, who keeps a miniature poodle and a Papillon at home. Her 

grandmother is fine with these two dogs, but as soon as Sheying’s nephew (4 years old) 

approaches the dogs, she shouts at him, warning that the dog could bite. I once lived in a 

flat in Yulin, and found that my neighbour, Geng, tethered two dogs on the roof of the 

building (Picture 7.2). Geng, in his sixties, lived with his wife and their grandson. He 

told me that ever since his grandson came to live with them, he had kept the two dogs on 

the roof so that they couldn’t hurt his grandson. He fed the dogs noodles every day and 

cleaned up their faeces. I could see that the dogs were very dirty, with matted fur. The 

first time I met these two dogs, they barked at me for a long time with persistence. The 
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more I visited the roof with food, the more the larger dog showed friendliness by 

wagging their tail, but the smaller poodle continued to bark each time he saw me. The 

different behaviours of two dogs when they were both tethered might suggest some 

difference in personalities and experiences. Later in 2017, Geng asked me to help him 

find someone to adopt these two dogs; his conditions were a red packet and that the 

adopter would not eat them122. The day I brought the adopters to take the black poodle 

home, the finally untethered dog shivered all over and ran around. The adopters 

interpreted this to mean that he was very excited at suddenly being free. 

 

Picture 7.2: Two Dogs Tethered on the Roof of an Apartment Building 

 

122 Geng found an adopter for his larger black dog, while I found an adopter for his smaller poodle. I 
found a man who wanted to adopt the dog for his 10-year-old son through a WeChat group. This man 
brought his son to the roof to see the black poodle. His son loved him and they brought him home, 
giving Geng a ‘red packet’ of ¥288 (£33.5). 
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Geng, Xiang, and Sheying’s grandmother were all over fifty. Compared to the younger 

generation, they were more influenced by traditional ideas about dogs. Thinking of dogs 

as dirty and dangerous prevents people from developing affection for dogs. It leads them 

to provide only basic care to dogs, while distancing them from children. Several of my 

informants told me that they gave their pet dogs away after they got pregnant because 

their parents insisted that dogs would make the pregnant woman and future baby sick. 

These cases show how traditional human-tugou relationships and traditional ideas about 

dogs still have a role to play in the new type of human-dog relationships. However, such 

traditional perceptions can change, as relationships develop. For example, Wangli, a 

professional single woman in her twenties, told me that her miniature poodle Kuaikuai 

liked to lick her face and, at first, she felt ‘a little dirty’. As the licking did not make her 

sick, however, she slowly lost the feeling of being dirty when her dog licked her and 

began to enjoy it as Kuaikuai’s love for her. 

Deng’s family changed their traditional ideas about dogs as they learned more about 

their miniature poodle Meatee. Deng told me in the interview that she received Meatee 

as a gift from her friend with reluctance, given that her whole family was afraid of 

dogs123. At first, they were very careful when touching the dog in case he bit them: 

Deng: At first, I dared to touch him on the head and back, but when I need 

to buckle him up the lead and put clothes on him, I felt a little scared. But 

now I am no longer scared. 

Me: What do you mean by ‘not scared’? 

Deng: I dare to hold him in the arms. He enjoyed showing up his belly to 

allow you touching him. As soon as my mother comes back, he would lie 

on his back on the mat to seduce you touch his belly. It was funny. 

Me: How do you know that he wants to be touched? 

 

123 Deng told me that, about a year ago, her friend got married and went to live with her parents-in-law. 
Although she had just bought a miniature poodle puppy (about six weeks old) to keep, her parents-in-
law strictly forbade her from keeping a dog. She had to give the puppy away and begged Deng to accept 
the dog. 
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Deng: He just lie there showing his belly. My father would be joking, do 

you think your belly looks pretty?  

Me: Why would you hold him in the arms? 

Deng: I just feel that he is cute, I want to be close to him. Both my mother 

and I like holding him a lot. 

Deng’s initial fear of the puppy was a reflection of the idea that dogs are aggressive, 

based on experiences with tugou in rural Yulin. The fact that she recognised that Meatee 

was cute and wanted to get close to him shows that Deng felt affection for Meatee. 

Motivated by this affection, Deng had more interactions with Meatee and began to trust 

Meatee not to bite her. Mutual trust, a key to an ethical social relationship, take root and 

flourished in Deng’s family. As affection flourished, Deng’s family became less 

concerned about Meatee’s hygiene: 

‘At first Meatee was only allowed to stay on the ground floor. Slowly we 

got closer and more familiar, we allowed him to go upstairs and sleep at 

the door of my parents’ bedroom. My parents did not allow him inside 

bedrooms in case he brings in insects. But I want him inside my room. 

Slowly my parents are not against it. We all like him a lot. Now Meatee 

sleeps in my room almost every day. He sleeps just beside my bed.’ (Deng, 

2017) 

Deng ‘slowly got closer and more familiar’ with Meatee, and then allowed Meatee to go 

upstairs. As she emphasised, ‘we all like him a lot’. This progression shows that Deng’s 

affection for Meatee grew and motivated Deng to choose intimacy over hygienic 

concerns. Ultimately, her parents allowed her to do so. In using the word ‘allow’, Deng 

revealed a relationship of dominance between a keeper and her dog. Meatee can only go 

upstairs with permission from his humans. Similarly, the relationships analysed in this 

section all feature human dominance over dogs. People decide when to take a dog home, 

what to feed the dog, what products to use on the dog (bed, clothes, toys, etc.), and what 

lifestyle the dog can have (Geng’s dogs were tethered on the roof, Kun’s dog is not 
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allowed in her bedroom, etc.). Dominance is the basic characteristic of the power 

relationship between keepers and their pet dogs. 

Apart from these two issues, other pet-dog keeping families also faced issues related to 

traditional tugou practices and conditions specific to Yulin. These included whether they 

should cut their dogs’ hair short in summer, and how to teach dogs not to scavenge 

outside in the street. Yulin has a culture of having midnight snacks in the street and 

many bones are thrown around and not cleaned up until later. In addition, some people 

scatter poisoned food for rats in the street, which can kill dogs if they eat it. Some pet-

dog keepers complained to me that people who hated dogs would scatter poisoned food 

for dogs intentionally to kill them, so they had to be careful. People also had to decide 

whether to use violence to correct their dogs’ ‘misbehaviour’ and whether to eat dog 

meat. Whether they should eat dog meat will be discussed in the next chapter; the other 

issues will be discussed in a later section.  

‘Connected to Humanity’ 

Most of the pet-dog keepers I spoke to began keeping dogs with at least a spark of 

affection for them. Deng said that although she was afraid of dogs when she took 

Meatee in, she was attracted to him and thought he was cute. This section discusses how 

pet-dog keepers in Yulin understand their dogs as ‘connected to humanity’ through 

interactions with them. This is an important aspect of the human-pet-dog relationship in 

Yulin, and it works as a precondition for growing affection and care. 

My participants who kept dogs as pets often used the phrase ‘dogs are connected to 

humanity’ or ‘dogs have spirituality’ to mean that dogs are similar to humans. This 

phrase is an explicit expression of anthropomorphism, suggesting that dog keepers have 

the discretion to interpret dogs’ various actions (Ramirez, 2006). All of my participants 

voluntarily said that ‘dogs are like children’. They understood dogs as human children in 

two keyways: they recognised that dogs could communicate with humans and play like 

children, and that dogs had humanised emotions and expressions. 
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First, people recognise that their dogs can communicate with them. Many of my 

participants told me that they did not expect their dogs to understand human words. 

Deng told me, with enthusiasm, that whenever they talked about going out with the car 

or e-bike, Meatee became excited and wanted to go. After they discovered that dogs 

could understand human words, they started to talk to Meatee as if he were a child 

because (just like a child) Meatee could pick up some words, but not all of them. 

Similarly Mulai, a young woman who kept a tugou124 as a pet in urban Yulin, listed the 

words that her dog Tofu could understand, including ‘take a bath’. ‘When I say, “take a 

bath” Tofu runs away immediately because she doesn't like showering’ Mulai told me 

with a laugh. People believe that their dogs can understand some words because they 

recognise the body language that dogs use to respond to words. Dogs also initiate 

communication. Kun told me that Lala would sit beside a table quietly, watching people 

eat their meals, to show that he wanted to eat as well.  

People were delighted to share with me what their dogs meant through certain consistent 

behaviours. Pet dogs are believed to know what they want, and to communicate with 

humans about their needs. They are also believed to have a need to play, like children. 

When I volunteered in Gan’s shop, some people came to visit the dogs being sold there. 

Some would use their hands to touch the dogs’ head and paws and the dogs would react 

by hiding away or jumping at people’s hands. The dogs would also put people’s hands 

in their mouths as if to bite them. I asked a young woman whether the dog was biting 

her, and she said ‘no, he is playing. It does not hurt. He manages his power well and he 

won’t really bite.’ Many other people expressed similar ideas and enjoyed ‘playfighting’ 

with dogs. People also recognised that their dogs needed to play games with ‘dog 

friends’. They brought their dogs to meet other dogs and encouraged them to play 

together. Watching ‘playfighting’ was fun for the dog walkers I met in Cultural Square. 

However, if two dogs started real fighting, the male dog keepers in the group would 

separate them immediately and rebuke them. People also encouraged their dogs to play 

 

124 Mulai was one of my participants. Her reason for keeping a tugou as a pet was that she did not know 
much about dog breeds. One day, she passed by the Big Market and suddenly wanted to keep a dog for 
several days to play with. After buying the tugou, she found that she could not abandon her. 
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ball and canine disc, to swim, and to play with toys. They recognised that their dogs had 

their own preferences for certain toys and activities. Deng showed me a picture of 

Meatee hugging a toy tiger to sleep with, saying it was his favourite toy (Picture 7.3). 

 

Picture 7.3: Meatee and His Toy Tiger 
(With kind permission of my participant Deng) 

Ethologists have researched play among animals. Play is recognised as a process of 

learning social interaction (Riben, 1998) and Bekoff and Allen recognise that social play 

is a form of cooperation, during which animals learn to communicate their intentions 

(1998). Here, I find that play is an important part of human-dog communication in the 

pet-dog keeping relationship. Even when people simply watch their dogs play, they 

receive amusement from their dogs. During this process, people’s affection for their 

dogs grows. In rural Yulin, boys who wanted to have fun with their dogs might bring 

them to catch animals in the fields. In urban Yulin, pet-dog keepers’ intentions to play 

with their dogs are shaped by the Western pet-dog industry: pet shops display various 

toys for dogs to play with, including toy animals, balls, canine discs, and so on. Pet-dog 

keepers also engage in games with toys in front of their fellow dog walkers. Another 

way of playing influenced by the West is ‘dog training’, meaning teaching dogs to 

perform tricks, as discussed in Chapter Four. Some pet-dog keepers enjoy teaching their 
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dogs tricks, such as ‘sit’, ‘lie down’, ‘stand up’, ‘handshake’, and ‘play dead’125. In 

people’s minds, the number of tricks a dog can do and how quickly they learn them 

reflects their ‘intelligence’. Many pet-dog keepers believe that ‘intelligence’ is an 

important characteristic in dogs because it determines how deep the communication can 

be between people and their pet dogs. Almost all of my participants remembered 

learning somewhere that the four most intelligent dog breeds were ‘(1st) border collies; 

(2nd) poodles, (3rd) German shepherds and (4th) golden retrievers’. This ranking is in line 

with Stanley Coren’s research and rankings in the US (1995); it is likely that this 

discourse of ranking dogs for their intelligence spread to China along with the pet-dog 

industry. The top ranked breeds, including border collies, poodles, and golden retrievers 

are the most popular pet-dog breeds in Yulin. When selling these breeds, Gan would 

emphasise that they were ‘clever’.  

Secondly, pet-dog keepers believe that dogs have various emotions and expressions. 

Deng told me that Meatee would cry, if left alone on the ground floor during the night. 

Almost all of my participants believed their dogs could smile126. Hong showed me a 

video of her miniature poodle Eleven, explaining to me that Eleven was giving Hong a 

‘look of contempt’ because Hong had scolded her for urinating at home, and Eleven did 

not believe she had done anything wrong. Hong also told me that her first dog Hairi 

never gave her such looks. In the WeChat Group, ‘101 pet home’, there was a discussion 

about dogs’ various expressions and someone shared Picture 7.4 to show their dog’s 

expression of ‘contempt’. People thought the expression was cute. 

 

125 When playing this trick, the pet-dog keeper would point a finger at the dog and mimic the sound of a 
gun shooting, then the dog would lie on the ground without moving, pretending to be dead. 
126 They believe that when dogs open their mouths and let their tongues fall out, they are smiling. 
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Picture 7.4: An Expression of ‘Contempt’ from a Puppy 
(From the ‘101 pet home’ WeChat group, 2017) 

Some people recognise that their dogs can be angry. Kun told me that Lala had 

tympanitis127. It hurt when medicine was applied to her ear, making Lala angry. He 

turned his back on Kun and her boyfriend and refused to respond to them for a while. 

People also comfort their sick dogs by saying ‘don’t be afraid’ as the dogs are shaking in 

Gan’s practice. Hui, a 20-year-old young woman who kept a tugou as a pet named Dido, 

said that her dog gave her a look of ‘grievance’ whenever she beat him for his 

‘mistakes’. People also believe that dogs can be jealous. When I visited Deng’s home 

with Xiaoma, Deng showed affection for Xiaoma by stroking Xiaoma’s head. Then 

Meatee came near and drove Xiaoma away. Deng’s father saw this and laughed, saying 

that Meatee was jealous. 

It is worth mentioning that many of my participants said that their dogs sajiao128 (撒娇). 

Yueh points out that ‘sajiao’ is similar to ‘amae’ in Japanese, or ‘aekyu purida’ in 

Korean but does not have a precise Western translation; sajiao is a term that has 

 

127 Tympanitis means inflamed eardrum (tympanic membrane). It can damage hearing ability. 
128 Sajiao is a verb phrase made of a verb and a none in Chinese. ‘Sa’ is a verb, meaning ‘to make or to 
perform’. ‘Jiao’ means ‘beauty, cuteness, delicacy, and vulnerability’, according to the Xinhua Dictionary. 
Sajiao can be used as a verb or a noun in different contexts. 
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profound meanings related to the culture of native speakers (2013: 176). Sajiao is a 

behavioural display of cuteness, often directed by children at their parents, or by women 

at their lovers (Qiu, 2013). Such behaviours often involve someone using a babyish 

voice, batting her eyelashes, and pouting to show her emotions and demand something 

‘with an awareness of the other person’s affection’ (232). Farrer characterises sajiao as 

being ‘babyish and feminine’ at the same time (1995: 278, cited in Qiu, 2013: 232). 

Yueh argues that sajiao suggests the cultural rules whereby women are encouraged to 

display powerlessness and helplessness to get what they want (2013). ‘Intimacy’ and 

‘subordination’ characterise sajiao (Farris, 1994: 14, cited in Sundararajan, 2015: 130). 

The following quote shows how Bowu129 described his dog sajiao: 

Me: Why do you think your dog is a like a child? 

Bowu: Although he does not speak, we have connections of our souls. 

Before I got up in the morning at about 6 o’clock, he would jump into the 

bed. When I get home, he would immediately lick me, kiss me, and attach 

his body to mine, sajiao. 

Bowu associates his dog’s sajiao with his belief that a dog is like a child. He identifies 

sajiao with behaviours in which his dogs show intimacy and affection for him. To sajiao 

is both a way of communicating and a display of emotions. Recognising that dogs sajiao 

is seeing dogs as cute and attributing to them complicated human emotions, behaviours, 

and even intentional strategies, designed to gain favour from humans. 

In saying that dogs are ‘connected to humanity’, pet-dog keepers enjoy attaching human 

intentions to their dogs. This can cause problems. For example, Qian and Caimin both 

attributed complicated thoughts to their dogs, which made it difficult to resolve 

problems. Qian’s miniature poodle Dianxin would bark a lot and urinate randomly in her 

bedroom. Reluctant to use violence to punish him, Qian tried to talk him out of it. Qian 

 

129 Bowu was one of my interview participants. He worked as a manager of the English Teaching Centre 
and kept a bichon frisé. 
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shared a home with her husband and Dianxin. She was in her thirties and worked as a 

nurse. One day, Qian invited me to walk our dogs together in a park: 

‘In the car Dianxin kept barking. Qian complained “Dianxin is so 

disturbing and annoying!” Then Qian shouted to Dianxin in a loud voice, 

“Don’t bark! Don’t bark! Didn’t we make an agreement yesterday? If I 

bring you out to play, you should not bark. Haven’t you promised?” 

Dianxin kept barking. Then Qian told me that if they do not take Dianxin 

out to play in time, he would urinate anywhere in the house as a revenge. 

Qian has to make an agreement with him that if he urinates in the house, 

Qian will not bring him out to play the next morning. Only in this way 

could Dianxin not urinate that much at home. I asked Qian whether 

Dianxin could understand her words and Qian said yes.’ (Field notes, 25th 

May 2017) 

Qian not only believed that Dianxin could understand her, she also trusted that Dianxin 

could make a promise or agreement with her. Qian believed that dogs could understand 

conditions to a certain activity and make promise, like humans. Qian hoped and believed 

that she could change the behaviour of her dog by using human words and threatening 

the dog with conditions on certain activities. When Dainxin failed to abide by their 

agreement and kept barking, she urged Dianxin to keep his promise instead of rethinking 

whether Dianxin could understand her. Some dogs can understand a vocabulary of 100–

200 words, with their syntactic combinations, such as ‘take X to Y’ and ‘put X in Y’ 

(Håkansson and Westander, 2013: 158). However, no research has shown that dogs can 

understand complicated conditional sentences. Like many other informants, Qian also 

believe that dogs revenge, which will be discussed later. 

Without knowledge of why dogs behaved in certain ways, Caimin attributed human 

thoughts to her dog Apple, which caused misunderstandings and the tragic death of 

Apple. Caimin was in her mid-twenties. She told me that her dog Apple was the apple of 

her eye.  
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‘I gave all my patience and gentleness to him… He would use his tricks of 

pretending to be ill to attract attention from people. One night as we were 

watching TV, he lied down beside us. My little sister played with him, he 

did not move. We called him by his name and he did not move. I gave him 

a kick and he did not move either. Everyone at home was scared that Apple 

was sick. Then my grandpa grabbed some bread out and he immediately 

jumped up and ran to him to ask for bread to eat.’ (Caimin, 2017) 

Caimin attributed humanised thoughts to Apple. Caimin believed that Apple was 

pretending to be ill to seek attention from people. When Apple later refused to eat his 

food, she still thought it was just attention-seeking behaviour. She noticed that the dog 

was spiritless at home and refusing to eat, so she offered Apple his favourite food and he 

enjoyed eating it. Caimin deduced that Apple was just picky about food and wanted 

attention. When she took him out to play, Apple became energetic again. Caimin used to 

take Apple out to play for two hours a day after work. However, around when Apple 

was refusing food, Caimin was busy at work and could only take Apple out to play for 

30–60 minutes a day. Caimin believed that Apple was mad about the short playtime and 

refusing food as a protest. She ignored Apple’s refusal to eat and did not consider the 

possibility that Apple could be ill. When she finally brought Apple to a vet and found 

that he had pancreatitis, it was too late. A week later, Apple died. Caimin was very sad 

and could not forgive herself for misunderstanding Apple. Caimin had attributed 

complicated human thoughts to Apple. Her assumption that Apple was angry about his 

reduced playtimes suggests that Caimin felt guilty. Apple’s diagnosis of pancreatitis 

proved that all of these humanised thoughts and understandings of Apple’s behaviour 

were wrong. She had attributed human ways of behaving to a dog, with disastrous 

results. 

In Fox’s ethnographic study of Britain, many interviewees ‘showed a wide knowledge 

of popular notions of animal psychology taken from books or television programmes 

and used elements of these ideas in explaining their pet’s behaviour’ (2006: 530). In 

Yulin, my participants often interpreted their dogs’ behaviours by attributing humanised 

emotions and thoughts to them. I did not hear many people refer to ‘scientific 
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knowledge’ during that process. One thing in common between Qian and Caimin is that 

they both interpreted some of their dogs’ behaviour as negative: Dianxin revenge by 

urinating anywhere at home and Apple protested insufficient playtime by refusing food. 

In the next section, I will show that having a positive understanding of dogs in human 

terms allows an initial affection for dogs to grow into care. 

From Affection to Care 

In this section, I argue that affectionate relationships between people and their pet dogs 

nurture people’s caring attitudes and practice towards their dogs. As the literature 

review has shown, I identify the concept of ‘affection’, in Tuan’s sense, as the dominant 

party’s amusement being served in a relationship with the dominated party, regardless of 

the latter’s need. In some activities that serve the interests of the dog keeper, the 

wellbeing of the dog can be undermined. On the other hand, ‘care’ is a concept drawn 

from the ethics of care, in which the dominant party identifies their own interests with 

those of the cared-for, providing protection and nurture to the cared-for with an ‘ethos of 

care’.  

Despite acknowledging elements of ‘care’, Tuan mainly identifies ‘affection’ alongside 

‘dominance’ in pet relationships. Serpell contends that humans respond to ‘cute’ things 

by wanting to protect and nurture them (1986: 76) and that this ‘human cute response’ 

(77) is effective towards both human babies and pets, especially pet dogs and cats. 

Serpell identifies ‘cuteness’ as the catalyst that helps ‘affection’ develop into ‘care’. But 

both Tuan and Serpell fail to explain what kind of affection turns into care and how it 

happens. Sherman and Haidt have argued that ‘cute entities’ are considered cute because 

they are anthropomorphised, becoming ‘objects of moral concern and members of the 

moral circle’ (2011, cited in May, 2019: 120). Here, I argue similarly that appreciating 

dogs as ‘cute and connected to humanity’ in a positive way leads people to assume 

moral responsibility for their dogs; the catalyst for this process is a person being touched 

by a dog’s ‘emotional attachment’ to them, and motivated to provide care for the dog. 
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Subjective recognition of dogs’ ‘emotional attachment’ to ourselves and being ‘touched’ 

is a moral process related to empathy, compassion, and identification that influences our 

moral psychology (Solvoll and Lindseth, 2016). The positive emotion of ‘being 

touched’ also leads to moral actions (Solvoll and Lindseth, 2016). Many of my 

participants talked about how touched they were by their dogs’ emotional attachment to 

them. The dogs’ attachment motivated them to care about the wellbeing of their dogs. It 

is important to note that, compared to women, men are generally less emotional and 

articulate about their nuanced feeling about dogs and how they relate to specific 

experiences. This may reflect the fact that men are constructed as paying less attention 

to emotions, as discussed in the literature review. Thus, the following quoted stories are 

mainly from women. But men also recognise their emotional ties to dogs, as the next 

section will show. 

Charles talks about people falling in love with animals, as a way of expressing human-

animal connectedness (2014). Hong also talked about the difference it made when she 

‘fell in love’ with her dog. She bought Hairi for his cuteness but, prior to ‘falling in love 

with Hairi’, she found it troublesome to care for him. Afterwards, she began to feel 

‘happy and willing to provide service for him’. ‘Love’ was teased out from affection 

associated with cuteness, and this ‘love’ involved a caring attitude. Hong explained why 

she fell in love with Hairi in the following way:  

 ‘I might not want a child, but I will definitely keep a dog. Because the love 

that a dog provides you is so deep and so pure… He is loyal. He only has 

me in his eyes. Wherever I go, he follows. Each time I came back from a 

short grocery shopping, he acted as if he had not seen me for ten years. He 

would rush towards me. It was that feeling of being needed... He 

understands my feelings. When I am sad, he knows, and he always stays 

close to me. Wherever I was at home, Hairi’s sight never left me…A 

human never belongs to you one hundred percent, but a dog does. He 

would not quarrel with you, he will only be sad. He means that I am your 

baby, no matter how you treat me, I will not do anything against you… 

There were some time Hairi disobeyed me to catch mice from outside. To 
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punish him I locked him outside. I looked through the peephole and found 

him looking miserable and helpless...’ (Hong, 2017) 

Hong’s account suggests that she was touched by Hairi in three ways: she felt Hairi’s 

vulnerability and his need for her, she appreciated Hairi’s total submission, and she 

admired Hairi’s kind-heartedness. These aspects echo the emotional experiences of 

many other participants, based on a humanised understanding of dogs. Firstly, Hong was 

touched because Hairi needed her. She was the centre of attention for Hairi, whose 

gestures to welcome her home touched her heart, especially when Hairi acted as if he 

had not seen her for ages. 

A common word used by many pet keepers to describe their dogs is ‘clingy’. Many 

claim that their dogs follow them wherever they go. Being needed gives pet-dog keepers 

a sense of self-worth. My participant Su was a retired worker, who kept a mixed-breed 

small dog named Snow. She told me that once, when she came home late at night after a 

few days’ travel, her house was dark. Neither her husband nor her daughter came out to 

welcome her home. Only Snow was there waiting, so happy to see her! She felt warm in 

her heart knowing that she was still needed and valued. Another example involves Baoli 

and Gugu (Picture 7.1). Baoli told me that she was once very depressed and could not 

work or communicate well with people. Later, she started keeping Gugu. She had to 

feed and walk her every day, which was a distraction. ‘No matter how depressed I was, 

Gugu needed me.’ Baoli received emotional support from Gugu, who often sat beside 

her when she played the piano and ‘wanted hugs from me’. Baoli attributed her recovery 

from depression to Gugu. Baoli’s case resonates with the argument in the literature 

review that keeping dogs as companions can be beneficial to people’s health. 

Secondly, Hong was touched by Hairi’s willing submission. So far, this thesis has 

argued that human dominance exists in all forms of human-dog relationships. Here I 

want to emphasise the other side of the ‘dominance’ equation: dogs’ submission. Hong 

used the word ‘weiqu’ (委屈) to describe Hairi’s mental state. Weiqu is defined as 

‘feeling sad because of undeserved criticism or treatment’ by the Modern Chinese 

Dictionary. However, this definition does not catch the nuance of the power 
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relationship: despite being treated unfairly, you are only sad, not indignant, because you 

respect and yield to the power of the other, who treated you unfairly. Weiqu is willing 

submission to a powerful other. As Hong said, Hairi would not quarrel with her: ‘I am 

your baby, no matter how you treat me, I will not do anything against you’. At the same 

time, recognising that someone is weiqu suggests that the dominating person appreciates 

the other’s submission, feels touched, and is motivated to treat him/her fairly. Several 

other participants also recognised weiqu in their dogs. Like sajiao and cuteness, weiqu 

displays weakness and submission to win better treatment from the dominating party. 

This is what Ngai means by the ‘revenge’ of the cute object: the ‘controlled’ in turn 

‘taking control’ (Ngai, 2012, cited in May, 2019: 113). Cuteness included, sajiao and 

weiqu, in their narrative of the human-dog relationship, show the traditional Confucian 

patriarchal power relationship: submission to patriarchal power in a condition of 

knowing that mutual affection with a sense of responsibility exists between the two 

parties. This shows how the cultural globalisation of pet-dog keeping is localised in 

Chinese culture. 

Similarly, Kun told me she was touched by Lala, when he suppressed his own desires 

and obeyed Kun. He was not allowed to enter Kun’s bedroom, so he never did, only 

sitting at the door of her bedroom to keep her company. When Kun and her family ate 

something, Lala would sit quietly beside the table, looking at everyone with a pathetic 

expression. Kun commented that Lala was showing ‘weiqu’ and that ‘we dare not look 

at Lala when eating because if we saw his face we would want to give all our food to 

him’. Kun was touched that Lala never barked for food, as barking would mean that 

Lala was disturbing his humans to make them produce food, a display of power. By 

contrast, she surrendered to Lala’s ‘strategy’ of displaying weakness by ensuring that 

Lala is always well fed. Lala’s ‘strategy’ of weiqu forms a contrast with Caimin’s 

interpretation of Apple’s ‘strategy’ of refusing food as a protest. Kun’s heart softens by 

Lala’s weiqu while Caimin dealt with Apple’s ‘protest’ by ignoring his protest, 

suppressing her guilt for not taking Apple out for a longer time, until Apple died. A 

caring relationship is a mutually built trust or ethical contract signed through two 

parties’ actions. The actions from the dogs is to trust and submit willingly. On the other 
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side, humans should extend an attentive ear to listen tenderly to the dogs’ whisper of the 

heart. My participants suggest that such interactions are mostly initiated by dogs. 

 

Picture 7.5: Lala, a Scottish Terrier  
(With kind permission of my participant Kun) 

Thirdly, people are also touched by the ‘kind-heartedness’ they found in dogs. In the 

quote, Hong commented that her dogs sympathised when she was sad. Wangli told me 

that one day her friend was crying and Kuaikuai licked her tears and kept her company. 

A few participants told me that when the whole family went out for a walk, their dogs 

walked back and forth, counting the number of people in the group to make sure that no 

one was left behind. They commented that the dogs cared about the whole family. My 

participant Huanghai specifically mentioned that he once quarrelled with his girlfriend 

and they were so angry they stayed in different rooms. For two hours, his German 

shepherd Tiger walked between him and his girlfriend, ‘checking on our expressions’, 

‘as if to comfort us’. Huanghai was certainly touched by Tiger’s caring heart. 

My participant Meng was a librarian and the mother of an 18-year-old girl, and she kept 

three dogs. Her favourite dog was named Cowee. She enjoyed talking to Cowee about 

anything: as Meng’s husband and daughter were often away from home, Meng would 

talk to Cowee. She told me that Cowee was very understanding and sensible, and always 
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listened carefully, with a gentle look. Meng thought that Cowee could understand her. 

Cowee gave Meng a companionship that touched Meng’s heart. In addition, Meng 

admired Cowee for her kind-heartedness and justice. Meng also kept two other dogs. 

One was born disabled, so the third dog often bullied him. When that happened, Cowee 

would protect the disabled dog. Meng praised Cowee for ‘upholding justice’. One day, 

Cowee brought home a new-born kitten with their eyes not yet open and started looking 

after the cat herself. Cowee put the kitten in a box on top of a shelf and fed them with 

her own milk. Meng’s family were surprised that Cowee produced milk, without being 

pregnant. She also licked the kitten to clean them up. Now the cat is more than a year 

old and still lives with Meng’s family. Meng is touched by Cowee’s caring heart. 

Touched by the ‘clinginess’, submission, and kind-heartedness of dogs’, Hong believed 

that a dog’s love was deeper than a human’s. Several other participants, who chose the 

company of dogs over humans said similar things. They all believed that trust and 

companionship between humans fell short. People could withhold negative thoughts 

while dogs were always completely sincere. My participants mentioned the ‘mistakes’ 

their dogs had made, but these became trivial in comparison to their ‘virtues’. For 

example, Hairi often caught mice, despite Hong’s prohibition. Hairi once stole and ate 

all of the food Hong had spent several hours cooking for herself. Hong also thought that 

her other dog, Eleven, gave her looks of ‘contempt’. However, Hong ignored these 

counterexamples when formulating the idea that dogs love their keepers pure-heartedly 

and are loyal to people. Perhaps because pet-dog keepers want to be needed and loved, 

they project the pure love they want onto their dogs. Some people look for evidence that 

their dogs love them. Some of my participants told me that they would do ‘experiments’ 

on dogs (such as hiding) to observe the dogs’ responses. If their dogs were worried and 

looked for them, they felt satisfied. Several others told me that they used to pretend to 

die suddenly in front of their dogs to see whether the dogs cared for them. It is common 

in Cultural Square to see both men and women holding other people’s dogs in their arms 

and observing the reactions of their own dogs, who normally approach and bark at the 

dog being held. The dog keepers laugh and say, see, ‘he/she is jealous!’ Then they put 
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down the other dog and hold their own dogs. These ‘experiments’ confirm the theme of 

affection-seeking in the human-dog companionate relationship. 

The state of ‘being touched’ involves a human’s presumption of a dog’s ‘subjectivity’ 

and ability to make different choices according to their own free will. They cherish that 

dogs are willing to love and obey them. The ‘experiments’ above are humans creating a 

scenario for a dog to perform their own will and people are curious to know about their 

will. For people in dominance, a pet dog’s submission is not as important as their 

willingness to obey and love. As indicated earlier, ‘being touched’ leads to moral 

actions, including care. Meng told me that she was willing to serve her dogs because her 

dogs brought her so much happiness. According to Hong, half a year after buying him, 

she fell in love with Hairi and started to love him back. 

It is important to note that this ‘care’ is often based on scientific knowledge and high 

technology. In Yulin, this is mostly formulated by and manifested in the pet-dog 

industry and consumerism. These things enhance people’s ‘animal capital’, meaning that 

they have more resources related to animals and thus develop better relationships with 

animals (Irvine, 2004: 66). I often saw pet-dog keepers buy dog food, nutritional cream, 

toys, shampoos, insect repellents, and other products from Gan’s shop. Without 

scientific veterinary knowledge, these products cannot be produced. As Fox and Gee 

argue, a large part of contemporary expectations in the UK that dogs play a more central 

role as family members is rooted in consumerism and intensive disciplining of dogs 

(2019: 54; see also Nast, 2006). Hong told me that next she wanted to learn dog training 

systematically, a knowledge based on science that she can trust to help foster a better 

relationship with Eleven. She also told me that she spent almost ¥30,000 in three years 

(about £97 per month) on Hairi. Other participants did not give me a concrete number, 

but confirmed that it was common for them to buy dog products. As Wangli said, ‘What 

other dogs have, my dog must have.’ Rui130 said, ‘My dogs enjoy the best products in 

Yulin.’ Liang bought a webcam to check on his dogs while working in his office. He 

 

130 I introduced Rui in Chapter Six, noting that she kept a tugou as a pet and that her father-in-law loved 
hunting tugou with a weathered look. 
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explains that he felt satisfied to be able to see what his dogs were doing at home at any 

time. The webcam provides Liang with a technology to enjoy watching his dogs and to 

check on their well-being at the same time. This is a gaze full of dominant power, 

declaring his ‘right’ to knowledge about his dogs (e.g., Sturken and Cartwright, 2018). 

Dominance, affection and care, are all augmented through the technology of the 

webcam.  

People don’t simply spend money on dogs to show their care. They also adapt their 

lifestyles to accommodate their dogs. Many people said that they rarely travelled, for the 

sake of their dogs. All of them recognised the need for dogs to have a walk every day 

and respected that by taking them out. For example, Yannei131 kept three mixed-breed 

dogs. She took the dogs out for a walk immediately after getting home from work. 

What’s more, one of her dogs woke her up every day at 4am because he wanted a walk. 

Out of consideration for her dog, and not knowing how to change this behaviour, Yannei 

took the dogs out for a walk every day at 4am. She also walked her dog at night after 

dinner. In this way, she adapted her life to accommodate her dogs’ need to play outside. 

My male participants were more ready to talk about their ‘responsibilities’ than their 

emotional ties to dogs. The men were generally more willing to play ball and canine disc 

with their dogs. Ka kept a golden retriever named Bob and we walked our dogs together. 

Ka always encouraged Bob to play ball and canine disc because he wanted Bob to lose 

some weight and become healthier. He also brought Bob to play in water as he figured 

out that Bob loved swimming. One hot day, after swimming and playing ball, Bob 

refused to walk and lay on the ground. Ka was so worried that he brought water for Bob 

to drink, knelt down with him, and sheltered him from the sun with an umbrella. After a 

while Bob was able to stand up and Ka drove him to a vet. He did his best to provide 

care to Bob. Similarly, Ke kept a golden retriever named Little Eight. He emphasised 

the importance of providing his dog with a balanced diet and either he or his mother 

 

131 I introduced Yannei in Chapter Five, where she introduced the phrase ‘(You are) an unfamiliarisable 
dog’ to me. She grew up in rural Yulin and used to remove ticks and lice from their tugou, when her 
mother was not around. 
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cooked for the dog. He often asked colleagues to cover his work so that he could go 

home and take Little Eight out for a walk. Nevertheless, he felt guilty for not spending 

more time with Little Eight. Liang who used the webcam to check on his dogs at home 

told me that he had not wanted to buy a flat when he had a girlfriend, but now that he 

kept dogs, he wanted to buy a bigger flat to live in with his dogs. Liang believed that his 

current flat of less than 15m2 was too small for his two dogs, and he wanted to provide 

them with a better living environment. 

This section has discussed how affection for dogs can develop into care in certain 

circumstances. Both humans and dogs cooperate in this process. As the literature review 

notes, affection and care working together reconciles the interests of keepers with those 

of their dogs. Meeting the needs of dogs makes the keepers happy. But affection and 

care do not always coexist all the time. I have also noticed occasions that people make 

fun of their dogs, such as putting a plastic bag around their dog’ head to observe how the 

dog responds. One of Huangzi’s favourite tricks was pretending to eat something to 

attract a dog’s attention. When the dog came near, they found nothing from Huangzi’s 

hands. Teasing dogs might come from people’s affection for dogs, but clearly not out of 

care for them. This means that ‘dominance and affection’ and ‘dominance, affection, 

and care’ can coexist in the same human-dog relationship. 

Besides, the ethics of care being the ideal type, it is impossible to align one’s interests 

wholly with that of dogs, especially as the relationship exists alongside other social 

relationships the human is involved in. Despite this, it is still important to acknowledge 

that affection is a necessary condition for providing the nourishment of care in the pet-

dog keeping circle in Yulin in its initial stages. Often, affection and a caring attitude are 

mixed together. However, one characteristic makes it possible to distinguish care from 

simple affection: a sense of ‘heaviness’, as suggested by Xiaomei: 

‘The relationship is different. I will worry whether she’s hungry today, 

whether she has loose bowels today, whether her food satisfies her today. 

The emotion and feeling are definitely different. I will have a sense of 

responsibility; it feels heavy. I am afraid that I could not keep her well. 



225 
 

When I was on a business trip, I was very worried that she might suffer 

because she enjoys playing. I was afraid that she could not behave in other 

people’s homes. Also I was afraid that she would miss me.’ (Xaiomei, 2017) 

Heaviness comes from a sense of responsibility for the welfare of another being. It 

comes from a caring attitude. Many other participants expressed similar feelings. Some 

felt it as soon as they started keeping dogs, while others felt it later. During my 

fieldwork, I have met six heart-broken women looking for their lost pet dogs with tears 

and even temporary insomnia. They worried about the well-being of their dogs, who 

might be caught and eaten. To conclude this section, although some participants made 

relatively frivolous decisions about keeping dogs as pets, based on their understanding 

of dogs in human terms, their affection for their dogs has generally developed into a 

sense of care and willingness to take up responsibilities along the way, through time and 

companionship. 

Doing Gender with Pet Dogs 

As discussed in the literature review, Tuan admits that elements of care can exist in a pet 

relationship but does not pay attention to how the ethics of care change the nature of 

power in such relationships: the strong and weak parties remain in their relative 

positions, but the latter transforms from being oppressed to being nurtured. The potential 

care and nourishment in these relationships is more significant and serious because it 

implies a positive emotional energy and the potential to grow ethically for both parties. 

This is why I emphasise how the ethics of care signifies the power relationship as 

‘dominance, affection, and care’. It is important to note that the caring discourse and 

knowledge disseminated in pet-dog keeping communities in Yulin has formed a 

preliminary dog-caring culture that is different from other human-dog relationships in 

Yulin. I will explain this process below, showing how it fits into the process of cultural 

globalisation in Yulin. 

1. The Spread of a Care Discourse on Dogs 
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As long as a pet-dog keeper communicates with other keepers, the ethics of care can 

become a moral guideline or norm, leading people to explore how to provide better care 

for dogs. As Fox and Gee note, a sense of ‘responsible companionship’ is a theme in 

pet-keeping relationships in contemporary UK society (2019). In Yulin, many pet-dog 

keepers got to know each other through dog walking. They joined WeChat groups and 

thus formed online and offline pet-dog keeping communities. Common topics in dog-

walking groups included how to care for dogs. For example, a much-debated local issue 

in Cultural Square was whether to remove dogs’ hair in summer. As Yulin has a 

subtropical monsoon climate, summers are long and hot. It often happened that some 

pet-dog keepers declared that they would shave their dogs to help them feel cooler in 

summer. Then some other pet-dog keeper would refer to ‘science’, explaining that dogs 

do not have sweat glands, so shorter hair won’t lead to better heat dissipation for dogs, 

while exposing their skin to sunshine can cause skin disease. A few days after one such 

conversation, I saw a pet dog with shorter hair but no bare skin. 

Other ‘science’ references included discussions of whether to neuter dogs, whether it 

extended the lifespan of dogs; whether they wanted their bitches to have puppies, and, if 

they did, at what age were they mature enough to be mated, and how should they be 

cared for? My participants generally agreed that bitches must be more than one year old 

to be mature enough to be mated. People discussed  how to teach dogs to be quiet at 

home; whether to use imported vaccines, which are more expensive, or cheaper vaccines 

made in China; whether it was good to feed dogs human food; how to deal with dogs 

who ‘tear the home apart’; whether a dog experiences trauma when given to another 

family; how to keep dogs from scavenging in streets; how often to treat dogs for 

parasites, and similar topics. 

Not all of these questions reached a consensus answer among pet-dog keepers in Yulin. 

However, an argument based on scientific knowledge and the guideline of choosing 

methods that would benefit dogs stood out in discussion because it was scientifically 

and morally grounded. It should be noted that the habit of pet-dog keepers walking their 

dogs in groups is an important condition for moral consideration of all pet dogs. Unlike 

guard tugou, who generally bark at strangers, most of the pet dogs I met in public spaces 
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either ignored other humans or tolerated their touch. Some even wagged their tails and 

jumped at strangers. People were generally interested in other people’s dogs, as well. A 

common activity in Cultural Square was for pet-dog keepers to try to summon, touch, or 

hug every pet dog present. Thus, all pet dogs were included in people’s moral 

considerations in a certain community because they were interrelated as a whole.  

Gossip also works as a moral constraint in such communities. For example, one day, as I 

walked Xiaoma with a group, Qian told us that a woman we all knew who kept a golden 

retriever used to have another dog, which she sold, just because she did not like the dog 

anymore. Qian condemned this act as immoral and irresponsible. I remembered Qian’s 

words when I finished my fieldwork and gave Xiaoma away – and I still feel guilty. 

Gossip like this reminds people to take care of their dogs, so as not to become the topic 

of other people’s gossip. Although some researchers consider gossip unimportant, more 

authors have argued for the social-control function of gossip, such as influencing 

people’s behaviours and inflicting sanctions on those who violate social rules (Farley, 

Timme, and Hart, 2010; Hofman 2014). In the pet-dog keeping community in Yulin, 

pet-dog keepers who did not treat their dogs well were rarely sanctioned directly, but 

they could be treated with a different attitude as their reputation can be ruined. 

I would also argue that, interestingly, the YLDMF controversy has accelerated the 

spread of the care discourse among pet-dog keepers in Yulin. When I talked about dog-

meat eating with my pet-dog keeping informants, many of them, especially those who 

did not oppose the festival, emphasised that they loved their own dogs and took good 

care of their pet dogs. For example, my informant Hanyan explained what it meant to be 

a dog lover when I asked her opinion of dog-meat eating: 

‘“I only live with you for about ten years. Please communicate more with 

me. Let us know each other better. Talk to me, don’t quarrel, don’t beat 

me… I only have you in my life. Never abandon me. I will love you 

forever.’ This is the real expression of loving a dog.’ (Hanyan, 2017) 
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Hanyan used this quote from a dog’s perspective to show that a ‘real Dog Lover’ takes 

good care of their own dogs: paying attention to dogs to communicate with them, talking 

to dogs, not using violence upon them, and not to abandon them. These are irrelevant to 

eating other dogs, as implied by Hanyan. Her using this quote to explain the love 

discourse shows that people take care of dogs as a reaction and response to their dogs’ 

love, as the last section analysed. Still, to some degree, the YLDMF reminds dog 

keepers in Yulin to reflect on their relationships with their dogs. Deciding to take good 

care of their own dogs can be a good way of defending themselves from the criticism 

they receive from outside. 

I have also noticed a tendency for pet-dog keepers to praise their dogs as ‘good dogs’ 

when the dogs do something they want to encourage, such as shaking hands or coming 

back to the keeper when summoned. My participants generally believed in using 

rewards to teach their dogs tricks. This shows the influence of Western ‘positive 

discipline’. As noted in Chapter Five, ‘positive discipline’ is a popular course in Yulin, 

which encourages parents to use a firm attitude, but not physical or verbal abuse, to 

change children’s problematic behaviours. However, when dealing with dogs’ 

‘mistakes’, such as the scavenging behaviour of picking up things to eat on the street, 

most of my participants still believed that physical punishment could help. While 

walking Xiaoma, I often saw people threatening to beat their dogs (and some really 

doing so) in public. People talked openly about beating dogs. This was because most 

people still believed that dogs (and children) should pay a price for their misbehaviours, 

and that pain would probably make them learn. In this context, violence was justified as 

‘stick-parenting’. 

The dogs reacted to the threat of violence or real violence differently. Most of them 

simply ran away and continued playing with other dogs and then came back wagging 

their tails as if nothing had happened. Perhaps they were used to their keepers’ severe 

attitude and strikes on their heads, backs, or hips, and simply ran away to escape their 

keepers’ temporary anger. It may also reflect the fact that my participants used limited 

force to beat the dogs, especially in public. Keepers were often half-amused when 
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reproaching and beating their dogs, complaining that the dogs had behaved badly again. 

Bystanders would laugh with amusement as well. 

Still, the dogs experienced pain and fear during the physical punishment. As a 

policeman, my participant Ke told me that he used to beat his golden retriever, Little 

Eight, so severely that now, whenever Little Eight felt nervous or afraid, he would 

urinate a little bit uncontrollably. Ke felt deeply sorry and decided never to beat the dog 

again. Several of my women participants told me that they would never beat their dogs, 

because beating did not work and would simply hurt the dogs’ feelings. Some men 

informants advised me to use a roll of newspaper to beat my dog because it would not 

really hurt the dog, but would make a loud sound to frighten the dog and make them 

remember the lesson. This method combined the traditional endorsement of ‘stick 

parenting’ with caring for dogs. 

It is worth noting that the high frequency of ‘reproaching’ and ‘stick parenting’ during 

dog walks revealed tensions and conflicts of interests between keepers and their dogs, 

especially in an urban setting. Theoretically, through an ethics of care, keepers align 

their own interests and needs with those of dogs, and are thus motivated to take care of 

them. In reality, the keepers have their own ideas about what dogs really need. They 

believe that the food their dogs pick up on the street is dirty and harmful for the dog and 

fail to acknowledge the dog’s scavenging nature and history. 

The above analysis shows that the ethics of care can be an ideal discourse, leading 

people in the direction of care. In the complexity of real life, however, care is always 

combined with dominance. How much care is provided to a dog is determined by the 

human. Still, the discourse of care leads in a direction that most keepers endorses. The 

direction of care fits into the ongoing process of cultural globalisation. Scientific 

knowledge and a ‘positive discipline’ method is trusted to not only help keepers take 

better care of their dogs, but also to shape their behaviours. Traditional knowledge of 

dog physiognomy does not help here. 
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Among my pet-dog keeping informants, a discourse of love was generally accepted: 

dogs love their keepers wholeheartedly and need reciprocal love, as well as good care. 

Several bottom lines were agreed among my participants: feed dogs well, vaccinate 

them, exercise them regularly, spend some time with them every day, always walk dogs 

on a leash to stop them getting lost or hurting others, do not give them away (unless you 

have a reasonable excuse), do not mate them too often, and provide them with veterinary 

care. 

Media information plays an even more important role in spreading the ethics of care for 

dogs. I have followed some websites suggested by my participants132. Online posts often 

use scientific knowledge to justify their argument, often citing a Western source (e.g., 

Huanxiongxia, 2017). Content from such websites usually addresses pet-dog keepers as 

‘parents’, dogs and cats as ‘fur babies’, and emphasises that people need ‘loving hearts’. 

Some discourses became so widespread that I recognised them from my participants’ 

words. For example, Ke told me: 

‘Little Eight recognises that I am his one and only. I am his whole world. 

He is only part of my world because I have other things to do, but I am his 

whole world. A dog’s life is less than twenty years, we should take care of 

them.’ (Ke, 2017) 

This quote was widespread online133 and I heard it from various informants in Yulin. Ke 

also told me that he particularly enjoyed reading touching stories about people and dogs 

online. He was also touched by films about dogs. During 2017, when I carried out 

fieldwork in Yulin, two films featuring loving human-dog relationships134 were playing 

in Yulin. Many of my participants watched them and shared with each other how 

touched they were by the love and loyalty shown to people by dogs. This is how the love 

 

132 Some examples include Zhihu (www.zhihu.com) and Goumin (www.goumin.com). 
133 An example of such a discourse can be found at: 
<https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1614375381235365164&wfr=spider&for=pc> (accessed 6 December 
2019). 
134 The films were ‘A Dog’s Purpose’ and ‘Love Without Words’. 
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discourse spreads through media. This discourse of love for dogs resonates with the 

global discourse on loving dogs, led, especially in Western countries, by NGOs (e.g., the 

RSPCA135, n.d.). Pet-dog keepers’ practices with dogs can also be influenced by pictures 

and videos spread via the mass media. Research in China has shown that watching 

funny videos of pets online and using pictures of cute animals as stickers in social media 

have become important ways for young people to communicate (Liu, 2019; Goumin, 

2017). I downloaded Pictures 7.6 and 7.7 from a Weibo account called ‘One Dog Per 

Day’, which is followed by more than 9 million accounts. Picture 7.6 shows a pet dogs 

who is clothed, with trimmed hair, and allowed to play in the natural environment (One 

Dog Per Day, 2019a). Picture 7.7 shows how (Western) people relate to dogs intimately 

and happily (One Dog Per Day, 2019b). Both dogs have English names. These two 

pictures are common among many other pictures of dogs circulated online. Such 

pictures may influence how people relate to dogs in Yulin. 

 

Picture 7.6: A Dog Named Oliver 
(One Dog Per Day, 2019a) 

 

135 RSPCA (Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals): www.rspca.org.uk 
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Picture 7.7: A Dog Named Noah 
(One Dog Per Day, 2019b) 

2. Doing Femininities with Pet Dogs 

In this subsection I will show that, together with an identification with cuteness in dogs, 

taking care of pet dogs and advocating love and care for dogs contribute to femininities 

for women in urban Yulin. As analysed earlier, cuteness is strongly linked with 

consumerism and an aspect of modern femininities among young women in China. In 

Yulin, pet dogs decorated as cute, as shown in Picture 7.8. The four dogs are pets 

belonging to four different women136. The tiny red scarf, pink Hello Kitty dog bed, light 

blue pillow with cute big eyes on it, and yellow clothes with a brown bear on the back 

are all cute products designed to decorate the life of a pet dog. In addition, pet dogs 

themselves are cute accessories for women. Picture 7.9 and 7.10 are photos that my 

informants Baoli and Meilan posted on their WeChat Moments. Baoli is fashionably 

dressed with Western elements (a beret, shirt, and informal suit) and elegantly posing 

with legs crossed and Gugu sitting beside her. With clothes on, Gugu is stylish as well, 

adding an element of cuteness to her presentation of herself in the photo. Actually, Gugu 

is placed in the bottom-centre position of the photo, showing the importance of the dog 

accessory to Boli in this photo. Meilan juxtaposed Picture 7.10 with other photos of her 

 

136 Some of them sent me pictures, and I took the bottom-right photo myself when visiting Sheying. 
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in her WeChat Moments, featuring herself as a fashionable beautiful young lady. Picture 

7.10 shows the happy face of Meilan engaging in playful interactions with her dog. 

Together with the proper lighting and elegant green and white background, the white 

dog accentuates the feminine beauty of Meilan with a smile. 

 

Picture 7.8: Pet Dogs with Cute Things 
(With kind permission of my informants: Bai [upper left], Deng [upper right], Xing 

[lower left], Liu [lower right]) 
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Picture 7.9: Baoli and Gugu 
(With kind permission of my informant Baoli) 

 

Picture 7.10: Meilan and her dog 
(With kind permission of my informant Meilan) 



235 
 

Compared with my male informants, my women informants bought more cute things to 

‘decorate’ their dogs and themselves with the dogs. This can be understood as cuteness 

being both consumed and identified with by these women. In addition to cuteness, 

caring for dogs was an aspect of urban femininities for my women participants. Almost 

all of the pet-dog keepers I met in urban Yulin said that their dogs were like children. In 

particular, many of my women participants identified themselves as their dogs’ mothers. 

The ethics of care embraces the child-mother relationship as the most typical example of 

caring (Noddings, 1984). By identifying themselves as mothers, the women participants, 

regardless of whether they already had children, experienced multiple things. Some of 

them worried about their dogs’ health; others felt responsible for teaching their dogs 

various things; and a third group explained that they felt a strong emotional attachment 

from their dogs to themselves, like a child to its mother. I realised that being a mother 

was an important part of my women participants’ identities, as quite a few of my 

informants, who kept bitches, mated them. As Mulai explained, she wanted Tofu to 

‘have puppies at least once in her life to experience motherhood’. Given that my 

informants often humanised their dogs, here Mulai was very likely to have put Tofu into 

her own shoes. 

By advocating care for pet dogs, urban women also showcase ways of responding to 

cuteness through interactions. Picture 7.11 is a photo that Deng displayed in WeChat 

Moments. It shows that Deng held Meatee in her arms, like a child, and took a selfie. It 

is an intimate, affectionate, and protective gesture that Deng chose to display in public. 

Empirical research has found that touching is an important aspect of relationships with 

pets in the UK, and that animals are social actors, who play an important role in forming 

these relationships (Charles, 2014: 723). My participants found their dogs ‘clingy’ like 

children because they were not restrained in their embodied expressions of love and 

attachment. This was especially significant, given that adult family members in Chinese 

families are traditionally quite restrained about expressing affection for each other; 

physical contact is even scarcer (McDaniel and Andersen, 1998; Wu et al., 2019). A 

display of intimacy with and affection for dogs, both in private and in public, can bring 

new types of performance of affectionate relationships into Chinese society. 
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As analysed above, although cute culture in Yulin is influenced by Japan through 

cultural globalisation (and probably sajiao as well, as sajiao is also associated with 

women in Japan and Korea), the use of ‘cuteness’, ‘sajiao’, and ‘weiqu’ to describe pet 

dogs shows that the human-pet-dog relationship is understood in the Chinese or East 

Asian context. These three words share a common theme of displaying weakness and 

submission emotionally. The relationship of ‘cuteness’, ‘sajiao’ and ‘weiqu’ is not 

complete without the ‘correct’ cultural response from the dominant member of the 

relationship: affection and care. By advocating care for dogs, my women participants 

not only identified with the cute care receiver, but also with the carer, demonstrating a 

good ‘dominance-affection-care’ power-relationship model with Chinese cultural 

connotations, under the influence of cultural globalisation. 

 

Picture 7.11: Deng’s Selfie with Meatee 
 (With kind permission of my participant Deng)  
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3. Doing Masculinities with Pet Dogs 

Keeping cute dogs was not very compatible with rural masculinities in Yulin, as I found 

out. I was with Xiaoma when I met Shao137 with his Rottweiler. He did not show any 

interest in Xiaoma and told me directly that he preferred dogs who could guard or hunt 

properly, not pet dogs who were timid, weak, and friendly with everyone. Qing138 

shared similar views. Liehou139 said that he found poodles ‘amusing’ in a frivolous way. 

Rural men who identify with the toughness they find in tugou are likely to believe that 

cute pet dogs are the opposite of ‘toughness’. 

However, urban young men, heading towards middle-class and modern lifestyles, are 

more prone to cultural globalisation, including the consumption of cuteness and the pet-

dog industry; they are likely to do gender differently from rural masculinities. As Bowu 

said in our interview: 

Me: Would you like to keep a tugou as a pet? 

Bowu: No. Urban people have urban people’s quality and style of life. I 

pursue keeping a dog such as husky, the dogs more of European and US 

styles. I don’t want to keep Chinese rural dogs, that sort of messy and 

common dogs. 

Bowu distinguished between urban and rural people, resonating with the long-standing 

issue of the rural-urban divide in China (Wu and Gaubatz, 2013). He linked urban 

lifestyles with ‘European and US-style’ dogs and rejected rural dogs (tugou). Thus we 

can see that Bowu distinguished himself from rural people through his Western 

orientation. It is very likely that keeping pet dogs is a practice more related to ‘doing 

urban identities’ than ‘doing gender’ for urban young men. As the first section shows, 

 

137 I introduced Shao in Chapter Five. He lived in rural Yulin with a Rottweiler and a tugou. He never 
vaccinated his dogs and did not allow his son to touch dogs. 
138 I introduced Qing in Chapter Six. He used to be a hunter and now runs his own jade shop and works in 
the National Rail Service. Many people trust him for his choice of hunting dogs. 
139 I introduced Liehou in Chapter Six. He was an amateur hunter in his forties, living in rural Yulin. He 
talked about how excited hunting tugou became when hunters prepared for hunting. 
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young men and women are both consumers of cuteness. Urban men may not identify 

with the cuteness in pet dogs as much as women do, as they take fewer photos with their 

dogs, but they are also susceptible to cuteness. Men responding to cuteness ‘correctly’ is 

part of the success of cuteness in becoming part of (heterosexual) femininities in China. 

Urban young men’s response to cute dogs includes taking care of them. Compared to 

my women participants, the men were less willing to call themselves ‘fathers’, but they 

‘reframed’ ‘care and love’ as ‘responsibilities for dogs’ to make it sound less feminine 

(Ramirez, 2006: 387). Some of them were comfortable showing gentleness in public and 

talked to their dogs in a gentle way. My men participants were ready to take up care 

work for dogs to present them as clean and healthy (some of my participants, such as Ke 

and Huangzi, who lived with their dogs and parents, told me that their mothers fed the 

dogs, but that they were still the main people responsible for the dogs’ care work). This 

means that my men participants were doing care-related tasks traditionally associated 

with women. These men were either ‘undoing masculinities’ by not emphasising gender 

traits in caring, or ‘redoing masculinities’ by involving care in their gender identities, 

and moving towards a ‘caring masculinity’, as suggested by Elliot (2016). 

Either way, men’s involvement in caring for dogs shows some traits of the fading of 

traditional ‘wu masculinities’ and the integration of ‘Yin elements’ into ‘Yang’, if we 

analyse gender through Taoist philosophy. In other words, men’s caring about and for 

dogs signals improvements in gender equality. Both Ding and Liang told me that girls 

became more interested in them after they started keeping pet dogs. Xiaomei married a 

pet-dog keeper she met while walking her dog in Cultural Square. Still, my men 

informants did relate to dogs somewhat differently from women. Compared to the 

women, they were more involved in doing sports with dogs, such as canine disc and 

retrieving balls. As Bell has argued, men’s friendship with dogs also expresses 

stereotypes of masculinity, such as getting involved in physical activities that show 

competitiveness (1981, cited in Ramirez, 2006: 374). Some of my male participants 

enjoyed showing off their dogs’ capacity to do tricks in front of people. Some became 

new professionals of dog-care knowledge, widely known among pet-dog communities 

in Yulin. These are men with high ‘animal capital’. For example, almost every keeper 
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knows Huangzi, who rescues pet dogs and cats in Yulin140. Many keepers know Xifeng, 

who sells dog snacks and organises dog-walking events in suburban Yulin. He also 

arranges for pet-dog keepers to watch films about dogs together. A lot of people know 

Wuting141, a dog trainer who keeps a famous Schnauzer that can do many tricks. I often 

saw people consulting them for advice142 in WeChat groups. These men have become 

the new ‘dog masters’ of urban Yulin, and their dogs have become ‘celebrities’, who can 

perform various tricks. The physiognomy knowledge of the old ‘dog masters’ have 

nothing to do with care for dogs; meanwhile, as analysed in the previous section, care is 

deeply rooted in technologies and modern scientific knowledge. These new ‘dog 

masters’ have gained ‘animal capital’ through their knowledge; this associate them with 

higher status in power relations both with dogs and fellow pet-dog keepers. 

Conclusion 

This chapter discusses how pet-dog keeping, a cultural practice that spread to Yulin 

through globalisation, has been received locally. Generally speaking, a new type of 

human-dog relationship, characterised as ‘dominance, affection, and care’ has emerged, 

as pet dogs have become associated with cuteness, a concept related to modern 

femininities in China and influenced by Japanese and Western culture. This relationship 

is new: people enjoy surprising discoveries about dogs, such as the fact that dogs have 

strong emotional-attachment and communication capacities, which emerge in the new 

environment of urban homes. Still, there are barriers, created by traditional local 

perceptions of dogs as dirty and dangerous, which can shape people’s practices with 

 

140 Often, when someone found a stray dog or cat, they would post pictures in WeChat groups and call 
Huangzi. Huangzi would catch the dog/cat and bring them to a vet for a check. If needed, he would raise 
funds from the group for medical care. He always states clearly how much he has raised. Last time, he 
rescued a small, white, mixed-breed dog with a large wound, and raised about ¥1000 (£116) in the group 
for the dog. Many people who donated pitied the cute dog. A woman in the group also allowed Huangzi 
to keep the dog he rescued in her spare house in suburban Yulin. Every day, Huangzi would post an 
update on the dog’s situation in the WeChat group to let people know how the dog was recovering. 
141 As a self-trained dog trainer, Wuting advocates ‘positive discipline’, which avoids punishing dogs 
physically. He shares this idea in WeChat groups. 
142 They mainly ask for various types of advice about dogs. People ask Wuting how to train dogs, and 
they ask Xifeng and Huangzi what products they recommend. 
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dogs and even stop some people from developing intimacy and trust with dogs. 

Nevertheless, an ethics of care has emerged as an important trait in the new human-pet 

dog relationship in Yulin. This ethics has deepened the orientation of human-dog 

relationships toward the West by advocating scientific knowledge and a love discourse. 

The process is very similar to what Włodarczyk describes in post-communist Poland: 

women are more inclined to adopt positive training methods, in line with the ethics of 

care (2016a). In Yulin, together with ‘cuteness’, ‘care’ shapes both masculinities and 

femininities among young people, showing how people do gender differently via 

different relationships with dogs in rural and urban Yulin. This chapter has shown how 

the new pet-dog-keeping culture from the West has captured nuanced changes in 

gendered traits within the modernisation process in Yulin. The next chapter will enrich 

this understanding of gender and human-dog relationships by looking at how a not-so-

prevalent traditional practice of eating dog meat is prospering alongside modernisation, 

associated with masculinities.  
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Chapter Eight: Eating Dogs 

This chapter explores another important human-dog relationship in Yulin: dog-meat 

eating, in the context of the various types of human-dog relationship analysed in the 

previous three chapters. In general, dog meat is associated with masculinities and 

traditionally cherished by rural men in Yulin. The practice became commercialised 

during the urbanisation process, and the YLDMF was launched in the 1990s to boost the 

consumption of dog meat. Meanwhile, as another aspect of Yulin’s urbanisation and 

modernisation, pet-dog keeping culture spread in Yulin through a process of cultural 

globalisation. This led to a general categorisation of dogs as ‘tugou’ and ‘pet dogs’; the 

former can be eaten, while the latter cannot be eaten. The edibility of dogs is relative 

according different social contexts, especially in terms of dog’s social relationship with 

humans. However, many pet-dog keepers (mainly women) refuse to categorise dogs or 

to eat any kind of dog meat. Their voices have been silenced by local men, who have 

launched a strong defence of the practice of dog-meat eating. This chapter highlights the 

tensions between different cultural influences in the same urbanisation process and 

shows how relationships with dogs are gendered in Yulin. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section introduces the traditional 

beliefs and practices around dog-meat eating in Yulin before the popularisation of the 

YLDMF. The second section, ‘commercialisation of dog meat’, shows how people’s 

practices and beliefs around dog-meat eating have changed in recent years, following 

the success of the YLDMF. The third section, ‘the influence of pet-dog keeping’, 

discusses how the cultural phenomenon of pet-dog keeping in Yulin has changed 

people’s habits in relation to dog-meat eating. The fourth section, ‘how do people act 

politically?’ explores how local people respond to criticism of dog-meat eating from 

outside, and how the voices of women who do not eat dog meat have been suppressed in 

this process.  
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Traditional Dog-Meat Eating 

This section discusses traditional practices and ideas related to dog-meat eating in Yulin 

and shows that dog-meat eating was traditionally associated with rural masculinities. 

Not only is this an important part of the traditional human–tugou relationship in rural 

Yulin, it also serves as the foundation for understanding dog-meat eating in Yulin during 

the modernisation and urbanisation process, and why men defend this practice so 

strongly. In general, dogs have been edible in Chinese culture for thousands of years, as 

a Yang food beneficial to health, according to Chinese zootherapy. However, dog meat 

has never been a main source of food for people in Yulin. A book called the Yulin 

Records has documented the food structure in Yulin for various periods in the 20th 

century, and dog meat is not mentioned (Yulin Records Editing Committee, 1993). My 

informants who ate dog meat told me that they ate dog meat, but not very often, just 

once or twice a year, before the rise of the YLDMF. As will be shown below, this can be 

explained by four main factors: social relationships with tugou, poverty, the belief in 

spiritual forces, and the association of dog meat with masculinities. This section will 

also show that dogs are categorised by edibility, in accordance with their social 

relationships with humans. 

People’s social relationships with various tugou influence what dogs are considered 

edible. According to my informants, people generally do not eat their own dogs in 

Yulin. As Chapter Five shows, guard tugou are normally familiarised to their keepers, 

who would not eat them.143 My informants described to me how, in traditional Yulin, 

when people occasionally wanted to eat dog meat, they would buy a live tugou from a 

market and kill144 them for food. In other words, in accordance with social relationships, 

people categorise tugou as an ‘inedible tugou of my own’ or an ‘edible tugou belonging 

 

143 There are indeed people who keep dogs to eat them and I have met a couple of informants who have 
done so. However, this is not a prevalent phenomenon and people are critical of it. As to shuaixi, or the 
unfamiliarisable tugou, some people eat them and others sell them in the market, as noted in Chapter 
Five. 
144 My informants told me that men were normally responsible for killing these dogs. They used a tool to 
fix the dog’s neck to the ground and something to hit the dog’s head and render it unconscious. Then 
they cut the dog’s throat and let it bleed to death. 



243 
 

to someone else’ because other people’s tugou are not familiarised to themselves. As 

analysed in Chapter Five, most people in rural Yulin fear or are wary of tugou they do 

not know because they are worried that the dogs will attack them, given that a tugou’s 

job is to guard territory. This antagonistic relationship with other people’s tugou 

contributes to the understanding that such dogs are edible. The belief that unknown dogs 

are edible is also in line with Fei’s analysis of the social relationship in traditional 

China, as discussed in Chapter Five (1992). 

Even though people rarely eat their own tugou, some sell them in the market for money, 

if they live in poverty and need the money, or if the tugou are failing to perform well in 

guarding, hunting or fighting. As people do not have to witness directly what happens to 

their dogs after they are sold, is easier for them to separate themselves from the killing 

and eating of their own dogs, and many are willing to do so. The more people eat dogs, 

the higher the price of dogs and the more likely it is that people will sell their tugou in 

the market. It is a competition between the utility of tugou to the family and the 

familiarity between people and tugou on the one hand, and the alluring price of dogs on 

the other hand, especially in the context of pre-1990 economic poverty. Thus, dogs of 

low utility are likely to be sold. I also know some rural families that keep offspring of 

their female tugou for several months and then sell them for money. Several informants 

told me that there were dog markets in different parts of rural Yulin many years ago. 

These dog markets featured several men selling tugou, so that anyone could purchase a 

tugou, bring them home, and kill, cook, and eat them. The existence of a dog market 

normalised dog-meat eating practices, as rural people learned from the market that dogs 

were edible and available, and that they could sell their own tugou. 

The development of a dog market was facilitated by dog stealing related to poverty, 

according to Xifeng145. He told me what his grandfather told him about dog-meat eating 

in the old days, when his grandfather was young:  

 

145 I introduced Xifeng in Chapter Seven. He sold dog treats and often organized events for pet-dog 
keepers. 
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The generation of my grandfather had a bitter life. At that time, most 

families were poor… and many have no money and they learnt to steal 

things. It was a mess before, beating, chopping people by knife and robbery 

were all normal. In the period with production teams146, only in Spring 

Festivals can people get some pork, so people steal dogs and eat dog meat, 

which was normal. People also eat snakes and rodents…… If people had 

extra dogs at home and wanted to sell them, they can sell them in the 

market because dogs were free roaming in rural areas, even if you don’t 

sell them, they can be stolen and eaten by others anyway.’ (Xifeng, 2017) 

Xifeng attributes the eating of dog meat first to the scarcity of material and food and 

second to the crimes proliferating in the midst of such economic poverty. This story 

suggests that dog-meat eating was closely linked with poverty and the scarcity of meat 

before the Reform and Opening-up policy in 1978 led to economic growth. 

However, there were problems with dog-meat eating in Yulin. In fact, dog meat is 

controversial and eating dog meat is not a universal practice. Box 8.1 lists eight 

superstitions and three taboos associated with eating dog meat, gathered from various 

informants. Some relate to Buddhism, showing the influence of Buddhism on the social 

culture of Yulin. It is worth noting that some superstitions may only exist in certain parts 

of Yulin because each informant mentioned different items; however, the taboos are 

widely recognised. I have listed the superstitions in frequency order, with the most 

widely known at the top. From the box we can see that ‘being disfigured’ is a threat for 

people. This may reflect Chinese Taoist physiognomy tradition that emphasises on the 

relationship between people’s facial features and their luck and talents (Kohn, 1988). If 

they are disfigured, they would have a bad fortune.  

 

146 The period with production teams was mainly from 1958 (the beginning of the Great Leap Forward) 
to 1980 (several years after the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976). 



245 
 

Box 8.1: Superstitions and Taboos in Relation to Eating Dog Meat 
Number Content of Superstition Consequence if a Person Eats 

Dog Meat 

Superstition or 

Taboo 

1 People should not eat their own 

dogs. 

Eating one’s own dog makes it 

difficult to keep other livestock 

alive.  

Superstition 

2 Women are not allowed to eat 

dog meat (in some parts of 

Yulin, only pregnant women are 

not allowed to eat dog meat). 

They will be disfigured (or their 

children will be disfigured). 

Superstition 

3 Children are not allowed to eat 

dog meat. 

They will be disfigured. Superstition 

4 People with ears shaped like the 

Buddha’s are not allowed to eat 

dog meat. 

They will be disfigured. Superstition 

5 People with slim fingers like the 

hands of the Avalokitesvara147 

are not allowed to eat dog meat. 

They will be disfigured. Superstition 

6 People who have contract with 

Avalokitesvara and identify 

Avalokitesvara as their 

godmother are not allowed to eat 

dog meat until they get married. 

They will have bad luck and 

personal disasters. 

Superstition 

7 People who have to develop a 

contract with a ‘surrogate 

mother’ according to a fortune 

teller, are not allowed to eat dog 

meat until they get married and 

end the contract. 

They will be disfigured. Superstition 

 

147 A very important figure in Buddhism that people often worship for protection.  
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8 People with the zodiac sign of 

the horse are not allowed to eat 

dog meat. 

They will be disfigured. Superstition 

9 Buddhist believers are not 

allowed to eat dog meat. 

 Taboo 

10 Dog meat is forbidden for 

formal meals. 

 Taboo 

11 Dog meat is forbidden as a 

sacrifice for ancestor worship. 

 Taboo 

Traditionally, these superstitions and taboos have given dog meat a bad name. The 

superstitions and taboos listed above show that negative consequences can befall people 

who eat dog meat. In my daily life in Yulin, no one mentioned bad superstitions 

associated with any other type of food. This led to a general impression that dog meat 

was problematic. Some of my informants suspected that eating dog meat would bring 

bad luck. For example, Xiu148, my flatmate in Yulin, whose grandmother Jing used to 

keep tugou to sell, believed the same thing. She once complained to me that her fortune 

was still so bad this year, even though she had not eaten dog meat for the whole year. 

Items 4, 5, 6, and 9 in Box 8.1 all refer to Buddhism. Buddhism is prevalent in Yulin, 

and I often encountered people who claimed to be Buddhist believers. There were 

Buddhist temples in various parts of Yulin. Many people explained why they did not eat 

dog meat by saying simply, ‘I believe in Buddhism’. In such cases, the listener would 

totally understand. However, most people were unable to tell me why Buddhist believers 

did not eat dog meat. Mamei, a committed Buddhist who kept an Alaskan malamute and 

whom I encountered in Cultural Square, told me that dogs were considered to be 

spiritual beings in Buddhism and Taoism in Yulin, meaning that dogs had the ability to 

communicate with humans. Qing149, also a Buddhist, told me that dogs were considered 

 

148 I introduced Xiu in Chapter Five. She shared with me the idea that small dogs are not capable of 
guarding a house against thieves. 
149 Qing used to keep hunting tugou, as noted in Chapter Six. 
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the most spiritual animals in the world, and that all dogs used to be humans, according 

to Buddhist reincarnation or Karma. It seems that Buddhist ideas in Yulin contribute to 

the ‘sacredness’ of dog meat, thus making it a controversial meat to eat. 

Probably drawing on another belief system, some informants linked dog meat with 

dirtiness. Once I went to an informant Daoyuan’s wedding. I saw the wedding family 

worship their ancestors and other gods using pork. They hung a piece of pork at the 

front gate to make the occasion auspicious. Then I asked Juan, one of Daoyuan’s 

bridesmaids, whether people used dog meat as a sacrificial offering, she looked 

surprised and even frightened: 

‘No, we don’t worship our ancestors by dog meat. Isn’t there a traditional 

saying that dog meat does not merit a formal meal?’ (Juan, from 21st 

January 2017, field notes)  

Juan said that dog meat ‘does not merit a formal meal’; the word ‘merit’ shows that the 

cultural meaning of dog meat is relatively low, or not good enough for a formal meal, as 

shown in Item 10 of Box 8.1. Wang150 told me the same thing: because dogs are 

considered dirty, lower creatures, their meat pollutes the formal meal. Thus, we can see 

from the taboos around dog meat that dogs are considered either sacred or dirty, 

probably based on different systems of beliefs. People choose one discourse or another 

to hold on to. Either way, dog meat is controversial. 

The analysis above shows that superstitions and taboos can limit people’s consumption 

of dog meat. Some of my informants told me that their families or villages did not have 

the tradition of eating dog meat. Ye, in his seventies, told me that when he was young in 

his village no one ate dog meat because everyone was superstitious. This statement 

contrasted with the accounts of informants from other parts of Yulin, such as Xifeng, 

 

150 Wang‘s mother Xiang kept a mixed-breed dog for fifteen years, but did not have much affection for 
the dog, as noted in Chapter Seven. Wang suggested that I kneel down and pretend to pick up a stone to 
stop a tugou chasing me in Chapter Five. 
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who told me that, in the past, dog stealing coexisted with selling dogs in the market for 

people to eat. Deng’s151 father, an experienced journalist in his fifties, told me that 

different villages might have different traditions. Some villages did not have the culture 

of eating dog meat, while other villages did. Thus, when it comes to dog-meat eating, I 

contend that Yulin did not have a single, traditional, and concordant culture.  

I also contend that another important aspect of traditional dog-meat eating in Yulin is 

that it is mainly a man’s activity; eating dog meat thus has the effect of cementing 

relationships between men. In the Box above, Items 2 and 3 show that women and 

children are not allowed to eat dog meat, implying that only adult men are capable of 

eating dog meat. These two items are the most prevalent superstitions in Yulin and some 

of my elderly informants told me that, in the past, only the men in their families ate dog 

meat. Lu152 and Wang told me that men used these superstitions to keep the precious 

dog meat for themselves. They also emphasised the lack of meat during the old days, 

making dog meat very precious. These superstitions are in line with the common belief 

that dog meat is Yang food, suitable for men to consume and benefiting the stomach and 

kidneys. It is especially good for men’s sexual capacity. This idea of dog meat being 

Yang food is similar in Korean culture (Dugnoille, 2019; Podberscek, 2009). I further 

contend that dog meat is an especially important part of rural and working-class 

masculinities, signified by hard labour in the traditional way of farming and labour by 

peasant-workers in urbanising Yulin. This is supported by some of my male informants’ 

emphasis on the ‘strength’ gained by eating dog meat. Hua gave me a good explanation.  

‘I am not eager to have dog meat. But the workers in my factory cannot 

give it up. You don’t know. In the past, life was so bitter. The peasant 

farmers work all day in the fields. Not much meat to eat. Once in a while 

they eat dog meat, which brings energy and strength. They can recover 

 

151 Deng is the keeper of a miniature poodle called Meatee, introduced in Chapter Seven. 
152 I introduced Lu in Chapter Five. He lives in rural Yulin, works in a furniture factory, and keeps a five-
red tugou. 
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from hard work! Eating dog meat together is an event that my workers are 

excited about.’ (Hua, 2017) 

Hua was the son of an entrepreneur in Yulin in his early thirties. He had a Master’s 

degree from a top university in China. Not being a member of the rural or working class, 

Hua was not enthusiastic about dog meat, but he could understand his workers’ 

enthusiasm. Dog meat signifies bodily strength and energy, an important part of rural 

and working-class masculinities. Hua’s account also shows that eating dog meat is an 

expression of men’s homosociality. As Song and Hird have noted, in China, men from 

all backgrounds develop social capital through buddy networks that tend to exclude 

women, which is justified by the idea that there are exclusively male characteristics that 

women cannot possess (Song and Hird, 2014: 25). Eating dog meat together can 

constitute an event to build homosociality among men. Lu153 told me that eating dog 

meat had always been a big event for his whole extended family because a tugou 

weighed 15 to 20 kilograms, too much for his own family to eat. Yuanqi, a young 

woman just graduated from high school, who claimed to like dogs, told me that, in her 

family, the men sometimes went out to have dog meat. She told me that ‘It’s time to 

supplement our Yang’ was a common phrase used to call a group of buddies to eat dog 

meat together and drink alcohol. Roughly around 2011–2015, a group of men calling 

themselves the ‘Dog Meat Gang’ were active in an online forum called the ‘Lovepea 

Yulin Forum’154. They often organised parties to have food together. The title ‘Dog 

Meat Gang’ suggests that these grassroots group of men identified with the value of 

physical strength and energy in men, while the use of ‘gang’ implies a hint of criminal 

characteristics. This does not mean that the members were criminals but suggest that 

 

153 I introduced Lu in Chapter Five. He was in his fifties and kept a five-red tugou in a rural area of Yulin. 
154 The website for the ‘Lovepea Yulin Forum’ is http://hongdou.gxnews.com.cn/viewforum-26.html. 
According to posts in this forum, the ‘Dog Meat Gang’ initially met offline to eat dog meat together; after 
the YLDMF became controversial, they often argued with Dog Lovers both online and offline. Finally, 
because they acted too aggressively when arguing with Dog Lovers, they were dissolved by the 
authorities to prevent conflicts with Dog Lovers (Wxyszl, 2015; Menggemaya, 2016). This story suggests 
that the local authorities were worried that conflicts and contentions around the YLDMF could create 
trouble; they wanted the event to quiet down. It seems, however, that stopping dog-meat eating and 
dealing with dog stealing and trafficking were not their primary ways of reducing conflict, as will be 
shown later. 
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dog-meat eating reveals a sense of unconventional, bold, and carefree attitude, i.e. rural 

masculinities in Yulin. 

It is worth mentioning that the hunters and dogfighters I talked to155 were regular dog-

meat consumers, as long as they did not have to eat their own dogs. This was because 

dog-meat consumption is associated with rural masculinities, as discussed above. As 

analysed in Chapter Six, the affection men have for their hunting and fighting dogs does 

not generate a caring attitude. The affection that hunters and dogfight participants have 

for dogs may lead them to avoid eating their own dogs, but it does not engender 

empathy towards all dogs. Thus, relationships with hunting and fighting dogs do not 

make it unacceptable for these men to eat the meat of other dogs. Besides, as Qing told 

me, traditionally hunters only eat the ‘worst tugou’, which are not useful. This view is 

compatible with the knowledge system used to choose hunting and guard tugou in 

Yulin. Each tugou is evaluated individually to assess its hunting and guarding skills. The 

‘useless’ ones are eliminated and can be eaten. There is a categorisation process going 

on here: according to social relationships with people, tugou are classified into 

‘familiarised tugou’ and ‘un-familiarised tugou’, ‘one’s own tugou’ and ‘other people’s 

tugou’; for dog enthusiasts, dogs are classified as ‘inedible useful dogs’ and ‘edible 

useless dogs’, according to their usefulness. 

The Commercialisation of Dog Meat  

The last section showed that dog meat was traditionally a special food, surrounded with 

superstitions and taboos, eaten only occasionally by mainly rural and working-class 

men. It was especially cherished for providing Yang energy in a poverty-stricken 

societies in Yulin. This section discusses how the culture of dog-meat eating has 

changed with the modernisation process in Yulin. The cultural change is mainly 

associated with the rise of a dog-meat economy in urban Yulin and the formation of the 

YLDMF. A few of my informants remembered that, in the 1990s, there were food stalls 

selling all kinds of food, including dog meat by the spoonful. I contend that this dog-

 

155 Except for Qing, who was a Buddhist believer. 
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meat business developed faster after the formation of the YLDMF in the late 1990s. As 

noted in Chapter Four, Guike remembered that, in 1997, his friend Hunqiu, who owned 

several restaurants in urban Yulin, promoted something called ‘the YLDMF’ on 

Summer Solstice Day to boost his business (2018). The second year saw more 

restaurants promote this festival (2018). Eating dog meat on Summer Solstice Day was a 

tradition only in some parts of rural Yulin, but it was promoted to urban Yulin with a 

discourse on ‘fighting fire with fire’, or ‘fighting poison with poison’ (2018). Traditional 

Chinese Medicine (TCM) suggests that summer is hot (Yang), so people should eat 

‘cold’ or ‘cool’ food to balance the Yin-Yang in their body. However, there is also a 

concept of ‘fighting poison with poison’ in TCM, meaning that, in extreme situations, 

poison could be used to combat certain diseases (Bai, 2017). This concept was 

introduced to the YLDMF as a discourse; many of my informants told me that Summer 

Solstice Day was the ‘hottest’ day of the year, and its ‘heat poison’ could be ‘conquered’ 

by eating dog meat and lychees, both ‘hot’ foods. Although this discourse does not 

exclude women from dog-meat consumption, it mainly attracts men, who perform 

toughness by withstanding the suffering of two-fold poisons (fires). Some of my women 

informants told me that they did not eat dog meat because it was ‘too hot’ and they 

could ‘catch fire’. However, men acknowledge the risk of ‘catching fire’ but insist on 

challenging it by ‘fighting poison with poison’. This choice resonated with the fighting 

spirit of rural masculinities in Yulin. In the heat of Summer Solstice Day, the 

masculinities of men in Yulin are performed in an extreme way, by eating Yang food 

with alcohol on the most Yang day. 

If Guike’s account is true, then the YLDMF started in the late 1990s and became more 

and more popular in urban Yulin. It was linked to economic growth and the creation of a 

dog-meat economic chain in Yulin. My men informants in their fifties and sixties told 

me that they once killed dogs for meat but now preferred to buy dog meat at various 

markets, dog-meat stalls (small counters selling dog meat) and specific dog-meat 

restaurants (Picture 8.1). Through my fieldwork, I got to know various parts of the dog-

meat economic chain: dog-meat restaurants and food stalls, dog keeping, transport, 

slaughter, and dog-meat distribution. The first question about this economic chain was 
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where the dogs came from. A common belief among my informants was that the dogs 

were tugou collected from rural areas. This was true to some extent, as several of my 

informants told me that dog slaughterers visited villages to purchase tugou from rural 

families. Cheng, whom I met in an English training school, introduced me to his friend 

Lan, who opened a small dog-meat restaurant in Yulin. Lan told me that he bought four 

to five tugou from rural Yulin per day and killed them himself to serve in his restaurant. 

He was proud to serve only ‘authentic tugou’, which are believed to be the tastiest. 

However, Lan also admitted that it was getting more and more difficult to ‘collect’ 

tugou from rural Yulin, as people collected tugou faster than tugou could reproduce and 

few families were willing to sell their guard tugou. 

 

Picture 8.1: A Dog-Meat Restaurant in Yulin 

Meanwhile, people from some working-class urban households and rural households 

with big yards have started to keep tugou specifically to sell as meat. I encountered 

people in Yulin who kept tugou in their yards to sell. I saw a litter of tugou puppies 
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living in a crate at Gexing’s156 farm. He told me that he would keep until they grew up 

and then sell them. Xiu’s grandmother Jing had retired as a worker. She told me that she 

used to feed tugou on the roof of her house to sell in the Big Market when they grew up. 

Jing told me that she visited the market every day to pick up waste and broken 

vegetables and unwanted animal viscera. She cooked these with rice to feed the dogs, a 

practice that saved money. 

Other than these two sources of dogs, I believe that most dogs served as meat in Yulin 

are stolen dogs, as I will show below. Many of my informants justified dog-meat eating 

by telling me that the dogs they ate came from massive dog factories (meaning that the 

dogs were bred and raised in factories). However, most of them could not tell me where 

these factories were157. Many Western scholars have criticised modern factory farms, 

which treat animals inhumanely (Davis, 2009; Lymbery and Oakeshott, 2014; Young, 

1999; Mason and Finelli, 2007). For my informants, however, farms or factories 

justified dog-meat eating because the dogs were meant to be eaten. I contend that people 

tend to believe in the existence of factory-farmed dogs to justify their eating practices, 

even though the dog meat served in Yulin is very unlikely to come from factory farms. 

It has been reported by CCTV (China Central Television) that the secretary general of 

the China Meat Association said there was no ‘meat-dog-breeding industry’ in China, 

meaning that there were no meat-dog factories or farms in China (Chanshige, 2019). As 

a member of an online social-media group, ‘China Meat Dog Farming Group’, I found 

that people in the group were trying to open dog factories and failing for many reasons. 

The death-rate was high because the dogs were prone to diseases that spread fast158. 

Dogs sometimes fought and wounded each other. It took a year for a tugou puppy to 

grow up to 15 to 20 kilograms159. There was no affordable fodder made for dogs on the 

 

156 I introduced Gexing‘s chicken farm in Chapter Five. He kept a tugou to guard the farm and the tugou 
was tethered in a poor sanitary environment. 
157 Only one informant told me that he knew of a dog factory in the mountains in rural Yulin. I was 
unable to visit it with him, due to scheduling conflicts. 
158 They do not vaccinate their dogs because it is expensive. 
159 Some other dog breeds might reach a higher weight, such as Tibetan Mastiff (75 to 95 kg), but they 
also eat more to gain weight (Xia et al., 2014: 12). 
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market. Since the price of dog meat (¥30–36/kg in 2017) is much lower than the price of 

mutton (about ¥80/kg in 2017) or beef (¥76/kg in 2017) in Yulin, and dogs need food 

with more (expensive) protein than sheep and cows, I believe that the dog meat served 

in Yulin is very unlikely to come from large-scale factories. The problems with building 

such factories have been analysed and warned against in Chinese agricultural magazines 

(e.g., Sun, 2002). Cao also did a calculation of the cost of large-scale dog keeping, 

contending that it is not profitable to run a dog farm in China (2015). 

At the same time, a few informants believed that most of the dogs they ate came from 

other parts of China. Ma, who kept a mixed-breed dog, told me that she saw big trucks 

travelling into Yulin, fully packed with various kinds of dogs. Xifeng told me that every 

day in the early morning, just outside urban Yulin on the Second Ring Road, a large 

truck holding hundreds of dogs would arrive from outside Yulin. Xifeng said that he had 

friends opening dog-meat restaurants who told him that dog slaughterers mainly bought 

dogs from the trucks and killed them in houses they owned or rented160, while 

restaurants and stalls purchased dead dogs from the slaughterers. Some other informants 

confirmed the existence of places for intensive dog slaughtering by mentioning in 

WeChat groups that they had looked for lost pet dogs in slaughterhouses without 

success. Rui161, a woman who once lost her beloved dog and went to every dog 

slaughterhouse to search for him, told me the same thing about dog trafficking. It is 

reasonable to conclude that most of the dogs that people eat in Yulin come from other 

parts of China, and not from standardised factories, because, as Ma, Xifeng, and Rui162 

all told me, these dogs have various appearances, including pet-dog breeds. In the next 

section, we will see how Yulin people argue that they do not eat pet dogs. However, it is 

 

160 These places were called slaughterhouses by my informants. However, they are not well equipped 
with facilities for killing animals, as in a modern slaughterhouse. The method used to kill dogs is mainly 
traditional killing, described in Footnote 140. I knew this from Xifeng and Rui, and saw the killing facilities 
at Lan‘s home. 
161 I introduced Rui in Chapter Six; she kept tugou as pets; her father-in-law loved hunting tugou with a 
weathered look. 
162 Ma told me that she saw various big and small dogs on the truck. Rui went to dog-slaughtering places 
to look for her own missing dogs and Xifeng went to look for dogs for his friend and found various dogs 
there. Some other informants described similar experiences. 
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not for them to decide what dogs they have eaten, if they consume ready-cooked dog 

meat in a dog restaurant or stall. 

Dog Lovers163 believe that these massive shipments of dogs have been stolen from 

various parts of China. During the 2016 YLDMF, Xiaoyun Yang164 told me that she 

bought dogs from the truckers on the Second Ring Road in the early morning. The 

Animals Asia Organisation165 investigated the dog-meat industry in China from 2011 to 

2014 (Animals Asia, 2015). They interviewed people from 771 villages in 28 provinces 

in China and found that 70% of villages had constant lost-dog cases every year and 40% 

had intensive dog loss. In other words, many families lost their dogs during a short 

period of time, suggesting that the dogs were stolen (2–5). Data suggest that 90% of 

villagers did not report their missing dogs to the police and 48.8% believed that the 

police would not care about such a supposedly trivial problem (7). A similar situation of 

dog stealing for the dog meat trade is also a social issue in Vietnam (Avieli, 2011). In 

Yulin, many of my rural informants also complained about stolen tugou. The criminal 

activity of stealing of dogs is the first step in what Dog Lovers call the ‘Black Chain of 

the Dog Meat Industry’. The Ministry of Agriculture requires that every dog transported 

to another city has a certificate permitting them to travel; the certificates require a 

medical examination of each dog, which is very expensive. It is therefore almost 

impossible for a dog dealer to have a certificate for every dog on his truck (Li and 

Cheng, 2013). However, dog dealers still drive trucks full of dogs to other cities, in 

violation of the regulations. They are not stopped by officials in Yulin166. 

 

163 Dog Lovers are introduced in Chapter Four. They are mainly women and personnel from animal-
protection organisations (mainly women) from other parts of China (mainly big cities) and Western 
countries (mainly men from the US) who want to stop dog-meat eating in Yulin. Many of them spend a 
lot of money buying live dogs to save them, and some have demonstrated against the festival. 
164 Xiaoyun Yang is a famous Dog Lover in Yulin, introduced in Chapter Four. She has spent a lot of money 
buying live dogs and keeping them. 
165 Animals Asia Organisation: www.animalsasia.org. 
166 To put the ‘one dog-one certificate’ regulation into practice, the Yulin government would have to hire 
officials to check certificates with truckers. I once asked Songhuai why there were no such measures 
from the Yulin government. (I met Songhuai at a police station. The police introduced him to me as one 
of the top leaders in the Yulin police and security system; he is still an important figure in the Yulin 

 



256 
 

The above evidence of dog stealing in China, my informants’ accounts of dog 

trafficking, and their slaughterhouse experiences support the view that, as more people 

develop a taste for dog meat, dog dealers will import more dogs from outside Yulin to 

serve the market. The expanding dog-meat economic chain has transformed the 

consumption of dog meat among local people in Yulin. Lu first mentioned the phrase 

‘first black, second yellow, third multi-coloured, and fourth white’ to me, ranking the 

deliciousness of tugou of different colours. I asked other informants whether they had 

heard this phrase, during our informal conversations. Men informants in their fifties or 

older knew the phrase, while many younger-generation men did not. For the latter, this 

knowledge was irrelevant because they were served dog meat in restaurants and could 

not know the colour of the dog. Without witnessing the killing process or seeing which 

dog they would eat, these men lost any contact with real live beings and the possibility 

of developing empathy for them.  

Almost all of my informants who ate dog meat, both men and women, working class 

and middle class, said that they ate it much more frequently nowadays – or had recently 

begun eating dog meat, having been invited by friends. Among the men, some ate dog 

meat once a month, while socialising with male friends. More women had also begun to 

eat dog meat together, choosing it from among various types of food. I have found that 

many of my women informants who eat dog meat are afraid of dogs. Without any 

emotional attachment to dogs, it is easier for them to accept this new practice for 

women. Chengyi167 was the head of an English training school for children and most of 

her employees were women. She told me that they also had parties in a dog-meat 

 

government.) Songhuai told me that the government wanted to invest money in more urgent issues, 
such as poverty in rural areas. I do not know the financial arrangements of the Yulin government but 
surely they have invested a lot, not to improve dog welfare, but to send police and security people to 
areas with dog-meat restaurants to monitor interactions between Dog Lovers and local people. ‘Stability’ 
is an important task for the Yulin government to consolidate the rule of the Chinese Communist Party 
(Dickson, 2016). 
167 I introduced Chengyi and her husband Cheng in Chapter Three. She asked whether I felt afraid in a 
strange place and was satisfied with my answer. 
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restaurant. With a selection of dog-meat restaurants close to hand, eating dog meat has 

become a popular activity for people from various social backgrounds.  

This expansion has been accompanied by the popularisation of modern education, based 

on science, and the ‘breaking up superstition, liberation of thoughts’ movement started 

in 1958 by Mao Zedong168 (Wang, 1999). Although this movement has persuaded 

people not to believe superstitions associated with dog meat, they continue to hang on to 

the Yang connotations of dog meat, validated by TCM. Thus more women have begun 

to eat dog meat, even though it is still mainly a men’s activity, as I observed in dog-meat 

restaurants (see Picture 8.1). When I asked about superstitions around dog meat in 

Yulin, my informants knew some, but did not really believe them, especially in the 

younger generation169. My surrogate mother Yun did not believe that eating dog meat 

would have bad consequences. The YLDMF applies social pressure to people, 

encouraging them to eat dog meat. Quite a few informants told me that their friends 

were so enthusiastic about inviting them to celebrate the festival that it was hard to 

refuse. Dao170 told me that the YLDMF is an important occasion for him to gather with 

his friends, although he is not keen on dog meat himself. The traditional ‘curse’ on dog 

meat has, to a large extent, been forgotten, while the Yang of dog meat continues to be 

emphasised in the developing ‘dog-meat economy’, as part of the urbanisation and 

modernisation process in Yulin171. 

The Influence of Pet-dog Keeping 

 

168 Believing in fortune telling is considered superstition, while zootherapy is considered classical 
knowledge. 
169 Some of my informants commented that, in the past people, were more ‘superstitious’. Most of them 
no longer believe the superstitions, but the taboos are still powerful. Buddhist believers do not eat dog 
meat and dog meat is not allowed in formal meals or ancestor worship.  
170 I introduced Dao in Chapter Five. He lived in a village in rural Yulin and shared stories from his 
grandfather about tugou-keeping in the past. 
171 Dog meat is still considered too ‘hot’ for women and children but they eat smaller amounts less often 
than men. My middle-class male informants also consumed dog meat, either with their families or with 
friends; they supported the Yang discourse on dog meat. 
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The previous section analysed how commercialisation has changed the indigenous 

practices of dog-meat eating, as part of the modernisation and urbanisation process in 

Yulin. This section examines how another modern practice introduced from the West, 

the cultural phenomenon of keeping dogs as pets, which seems to contradict the 

traditional and local culture of dog-meat eating, has influenced people’s attitudes and 

practices in relation to dog meat. This section consists of two main parts: the first half 

analyses how people determine whether dogs can be eaten, using the categories ‘pet 

dogs’ and ‘tugou’; the second half explains why some pet-dog keepers, especially 

women, break this categorisation of dogs and refuse to eat dog meat at all. 

Although many households172 in urban Yulin do not keep dogs as pets, the whole city is 

aware of the existence of pet dogs, which can often be seen on the street and in parks. 

Many of these breeds of dogs previously had functions of their own in the West, for 

example, border collies were sheep dogs and golden retrievers were gundogs. My 

informants were not aware of their original functions, and referred to them only as ‘pet 

dogs’, a category that did not include tugou173. My informants believed that pet dogs 

were different from tugou in many ways. Box 8.2 presents the perceived differences 

between tugou and pet dogs, summarised from interviews with my participants. 

Box 8.2: Differences between Tugou and Pet Dogs 
 Tugou Pet Dogs 

Price Cheap Expensive 

Names Have no names Have names for individuals 

Appearance Ugly Pretty and cute 

Dirty Clean 

 

172 I am not sure what proportion of households in Yulin keep dogs as pets. Excluding my pet-dog 
keeping informants, however, most of the people I talked to knew someone with a pet dog. Pet-dog 
keeping was clearly a widely acknowledged cultural practice in Yulin. 
173 I tried to find people who kept tugou as pets, and was able to interview six of them. In general, very 
few people in Yulin keep tugou as pets. American pit bulls are in a separate category because they are 
special fighting dogs. American pit bulls are not believed to be eaten, mainly because they are injected 
with too many chemicals to be healthy. However, American pit bulls with poor performance were said to 
be sold to slaughterhouses. In addition, since dogfighting is a marginalised activity, half-hidden from 
mainstream social life, people do not remember that pit bulls exist, when talking about dogs. 
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Not many expressions Rich expressions 

Attitudes towards 

people 

Free roaming and independent, 

sometimes follow keepers 

Always follow keepers 

Protective of the family Emotionally attached to the 

family 

Aggressive to strangers Friendly to strangers (at 

least, do not hurt strangers) 

Lifestyle 

differences 

Do not need constant care Need care to present as pretty 

Eat rice Eat dog food 

No need to walk the dog Need dog walking 

Do not defecate at home May defecate at home 

Can often cure themselves when they 

are sick 

Need to see a vet when they 

are sick 

Intelligence Less intelligent than pet dogs (some 

participants regard tugou as 

‘intelligent in a different way’), adapt 

better to a rural environment, such as 

knowing to urinate outside the home 

and knowing how to guard) 

Intelligent (in their ability to 

communicate with people) 

My participants who kept tugou as pets all said that they were good looking and good 

companions174. They communicate well with their keepers, some of them are ‘clingy’, 

and some of them are very friendly to strangers. This suggests that tugou can make good 

pets. However, people who decide to keep a dog as a pet, generally look to the ‘pet dog’ 

category, instead of keeping a tugou. A good example is Ye, in his seventies, who lives 

with his wife and pet dog Congcong in a five-storey house with a yard in front. For 

several decades, he kept tugou as guard dogs in the yard and never allowed them to 

enter the house. Ye told me that ‘about seven years ago, I wanted to keep a dog as a pet 

 

174 These people kept tugou as pets for different reasons. Some did not know much about dog breeds 
and bought tugou puppies on impulse from the Big Market. Others wanted another breed, but could 
only afford a cheap tugou. Rui, who used to keep a golden retriever, told me that her pet tugou were 
less clingy than her golden retriever. Rui believes that tugou are more independent, but still good 
companions. Mulai told me that she thought her pet tugou Tofu was the cutest dog in the world. 
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that could live inside the house to accompany me and my wife, so I bought Congcong.’ 

Congcong is a mixed-breed small pet dog. When I asked Ye why he did not consider 

keeping a tugou as a pet dog, he said: 

‘Tugou is too ferocious and pet dogs are more gentle and tender. Tugou are 

all tethered while pet dogs know humanity. I used to keep a lot of tugou, 

who all disappeared halfway through. The pet dog would not go even if 

you open the door. If you go out, he will follow you. But the tugou run fast 

away if you do not tether him up. I do not tether this pet dog up.’ (Ye, 2017) 

Ye either tethered his tugou, without much communication, or let them run free and 

disappear. Neither approach developed a close or affectionate relationship with the 

tugou. Since Ye’s experience of keeping tugou was so different from his expectations of 

keeping a dog as a pet, he concluded that tugou had a different nature from other dogs, 

making it impossible to keep them as pets. Tugou were not ‘connected to humanity’. 

Some of my participants said plainly that pet dogs were nobler than tugou. Ding175 had 

kept a Samoyed, Heite, for just three months when I first met him. In our interview, he 

told me that he once put Heite in a friend’s yard, where there were chickens and chicken 

faeces on the ground. He told me how surprised he was to find that ‘his noble Samoyed’ 

also had a natural instinct to eat shit. ‘Only tugou eat shit’. He washed Heite’s mouth 

immediately. Ding’s categorical distinction between pet dogs and tugou was so absolute 

that he did not expect a pet dog to share the tugou’s scavenging nature, which is thought 

of as dirty and ‘inferior’. It is very unlikely that social-media promotions of Samoyeds, 

as analysed in Chapter Seven, might feature yards scattered with chicken faeces. To 

present a Samoyed in an appealing environment may have shaped Ding’s expectations 

of Heite, as he often looked at media content about pet dogs online. 

Different conceptions of tugou and pet dogs lead to different ways of keeping them, 

even if they share the same life situation. Some of my informants brought their pet dogs 

 

175 I introduced Ding in Chapter Seven; he kept a pet dog to attract the attention of young women. 
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to their rural old homes during the holidays; they kept a close eye on their pet dogs to 

make sure they did not get dirty or pregnant through contact with tugou. As noted in 

Chapter Seven, Huangzi rescues abandoned stray pet dogs in Yulin. In his mind, love 

from humans and a home in a human family is an indispensable part of a pet dog’s life. 

For this reason, he always tries to rehome the stray dogs he finds. However, Huangzi has 

little affection for tugou. For Huangzi, tugou are scavengers, who live an ‘abandoned 

life’ by nature. He thought it normal that these vicious tugou have to scavenge around 

the city176: 

‘I don’t rescue tugou. Tugou are free-running dogs. If I rescue a free-

running tugou, others would think that I am a dog stealer. The owner of the 

tugou might make troubles with me. They live a life like that… Unless if 

the tugou is injured, I might help to cure him... But tugou are too aggressive. 

I don’t like tugou because they are vicious.’ (Huangzi, 2017) 

Huangzi’s explanation makes sense as roaming freely does not indicate that the tugou 

were lost. A pet dog is in trouble if they roam free in a street; a tugou is in trouble only 

when they are injured. Huangzi recognizes this and he is also ready to save the latter. 

When it came to dog-meat eating, almost all of my informants who self-identified as 

dog-meat eaters said that they did not eat pet dogs. A typical conversation went as 

follows: 

Kun: I can accept eating dogs kept for meat. But pet dogs are different. The 

breeds are not for humans to eat. It is fine for tugou, but if people eat pet 

dogs, I feel so pity for them. The breeds of pet dogs are a little superior to 

tugou. 

Me: Why are they superior? 

 

176 During my fieldwork, I twice met tugou hanging around in the street. I tried to follow them but they 
disappeared quickly. My informants generally believed that stray dogs did not live very long in Yulin, as 
they were likely to be captured by people and either sold or eaten. 
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Kun: I don’t know. I don’t mean superior. They are different concepts, 

different functions. 

Me: What if a Samoyed is kept in rural areas like a tugou, and there is no 

emotional attachment between the dog and people and they are sold for 

meat. Do you think you can accept eating such a dog? 

Kun: No. Samoyed for me is a pet, not for food as tugou. 

Me: What if a tugou is kept as a pet? 

Kun: Then it is inedible. 

Kun mentions that pet dogs are ‘superior’ to tugou, then negates this idea. On second 

thought, Kun may have felt that it was not proper to categorise pet dogs and tugou in a 

hierarchy. However, other participants also believed that pet dogs were ‘superior’ or 

‘nobler’ than tugou. This reflects general views on pet dogs and tugou, summing up a 

range of contrasting qualities, as shown in Box 8.2. To clarify Kun’s understanding of 

pet dogs and tugou, I asked her to imagine two situations that crossed the boundaries of 

people’s segregation of ‘pet-dog breeds’ and tugou. Her answer showed that she 

regarded ‘pet dogs’ both as fixed breeds (regardless of the kind of relationship they 

developed with humans) and also as a social relationship that could include inedible pet-

tugou. This view was shared by many of my informants. Below, Yuanqi elaborates on 

why the social pet relationship renders dogs inedible. 

Me: Why do you think that you cannot eat a pet dog? 

Yuanqi: People treat pet dogs as their companions. If the dog is hurt, it 

means that people are hurt. What do you think? You can treat the pet dog 

as a lower animal, but its owner does not.  

Me: But if the pet dog is a pet of someone you do not know? Do you care 

about their feelings? 

Yuanqi: I care. We are the same as we both love dogs. Let’s consider things 

in each other’s shoes. If other people eat the dogs of our own? 

Me: What about tugou in rural areas? 

Yuanqi: I don’t mean that tugou should be eaten while pet dog breeds 

should not be eaten. I mean dogs that have masters. Some peasant farmers 
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treat their dogs as meat dogs, so it’s fine to eat them, peasant farmers that 

keep tugou for a litter and sell them as meat dogs.  

When answering my question about why she could not eat a pet dog, Yuanqi referred to 

other people’s feelings: ‘if the dog is hurt, it means that people are hurt.’ This is a 

recognition that pet-dog keepers care about the wellbeing of their dogs and, to a certain 

extent, align their own interests with those of their dogs. It is mainly out of care for 

other people’s wellbeing that Yuanqi regards pet dogs as inedible. In urban Yulin, 

Yuanqi grew up in an environment filled with interactions with various strangers. 

Accordingly, she learnt to respect and care about other people’s feelings, even if they 

are strangers. For Yuanqi, the widely accepted moral norm to ‘care about other people’s 

feelings’ has expanded to include pet dogs. Emotional connection in pet-keeping 

relationships is a moral link that binds people and their dogs together, transforming a 

dog from an object to be eaten into an inedible moral subject. This category can 

encompass tugou kept as pets. The fact that some tugou keepers sell their dogs in the 

market for others to eat shows that there is no emotional connection between tugou and 

their keepers. This makes the tugou ‘master-less’, and thus edible.  

In South Korea, dog-meat eaters also categorise dogs into edible ones and pets (Kim, 

2008, cited in Sørenson, 2019: 255). However, as Dugnoille’s empirical study shows, in 

the Korean dog-meat market, demand for the type of purebred dogs that are also kept as 

pet is high (2018: 12; see also Podberscek, 2009) and one of his participants explains 

that ‘pure-bred animals possess purer qualities than mixed breeds [so] that pedigree dogs 

are very popular’ (13). Thus, the price for pedigree dogs in the dog meat trade is much 

higher than that of edible ‘shit dogs’ (12). 

Interestingly, in Yulin men perceive tugou meat from pedigree dogs differently than in 

South Korea. Some of my male informants (mostly from rural backgrounds, with little 

education, who kept guard tugou or were dog enthusiasts) insisted on a discourse of not 

eating pet dogs because their meat was not delicious. They told me that they had never 

tried pet-dog meat themselves, but had ‘heard’ that pet-dog meat was not delicious, first, 

because pet-dog meat had a naturally bad flavour; and second, because pet dogs ate 
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‘fodder’177 instead of rice, making their meat even less tasty. It is interesting that such a 

unanimous discourse has been adopted by men from rural backgrounds. People do not 

stop eating pigs because they are fed with fodder. These men accepted that pet dogs 

‘tasted bad’ without wanting to try each breed for themselves. I contend that adopting 

this discourse is a practice compatible with rural masculinities; it also avoids conflict 

with people who consider pet dogs inedible for emotional reasons. As analysed in 

Chapter Six, rural masculinities in Yulin are associated mainly with men’s fighting spirit 

and ability to endure and conquer a harsh environment, signified by ‘wild-taste’ 

catching. Gentle emotions and a caring attitude, which generally signify femininities, are 

not compatible with this masculine image. Thus, these men are unwilling to adopt the 

emotion and love discourse related to pet dogs to explain why they cannot be eaten. At 

the same time, they conform to the widely recognised belief that pet dogs should not be 

eaten, by declaring that they are not tasty. 

To defend dog-meat eating, some of my informants used the term ‘meat dogs’ instead of 

‘tugou’ to refer to tugou kept to be eaten. Such dogs include unfamiliarised tugou, other 

people’s tugou, tugou sold in markets, unwanted hunting tugou, and fighting dogs. The 

concept of ‘meat dog’ saves people from having to dig into various possible nuanced 

relationships between people and tugou in different contexts. It can also lead some 

people to ignore the variety and nuances. For example, I met an eight-year-old girl, 

Jinni, who claimed to love dogs. She gave me a very detailed introduction to the breed 

characteristics of Labradors and golden retrievers, which she had learned about online. 

However, she also said: ‘I love dogs. But I also love eating dog meat. I am in the 

middle. But then I know that there are two types of dogs: pet dogs and meat dogs.’ 

Growing up in urban Yulin, Jinni belongs to a generation with less experience of rural 

areas. With the overarching categorisation of ‘pet dogs’ and ‘meat dogs’ in her mind, 

Jinni will have few opportunities to learn about the various nuanced human–tugou 

relationships in rural Yulin. 

 

177 They use ‘fodder’ to indicate that pet dogs eat processed ‘dog food’ produced in factories, not 
‘natural’ food cooked at home. 
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As suggested in Chapter Two, animal breeding was originally connected to political 

racism; it contributed to class and status consciousness. In fact, people once used the 

terms ‘race’, ‘breed’ and ‘blood’ interchangeably (Skabelund, 2008: 356; Włodarczyk, 

2019). In Yulin, as shown above, some of my participants claimed that pet dogs were 

superior to tugou. In addition, as Yuanqi said, on another occasion, ‘meat dogs are dogs 

that do not have a value to live’. To create the categories ‘pet dog’ and ‘meat dog’ and 

attach different values to them is a local form of ‘dog racism’, developed in tandem with 

the cultural globalisation of pet-dog keeping in recent years. 

However, some of my informants (mostly women, also some men) broke the categorical 

distinction between tugou and pet dogs and refused to eat any sort of dog meat, after 

having kept dogs as pets. Apart from those who never had the habit of eating dog meat 

during childhood, most of the people who refused dog meat had developed feelings for 

dogs in general, based on their personal relationships with their own pet dogs. Some of 

them deconstructed the different functions that people attach to tugou and pet dogs and 

recognised that tugou had the potential to be pet dogs. As Hong explained: 

‘If I can, I am willing to keep a tugou as a pet. If you keep a tugou in rural 

environment, naturally they will develop an instinct to guard the yard and 

the house, but if they are put in the urban family, they will behave and think 

just like other pet dogs. There is no intelligence difference between pet 

dogs and tugou. Maybe most people believe that keeping a pet dog has 

more face 178 , they ignore Chinese things. This is related to people’s 

xenophilia179. Many people will think German dogs or English dogs are 

better. Actually corgi are tugou (indigenous dogs) in the UK... people just 

 

178 Face (mianzi) is a word commonly used in China. Scholars studying Chinese culture have explored the 
‘face’ relationship in China (e.g., Reyes, 2012; Shanshan and Josef, 2020) ‘Having face’ generally means 
that people’s social status is recognized and respected by other people. 
179 Xenophilia is not a good translation of what Hong said. She used the idiom ‘chong yang mei wai’, to 
express a negative view of people who adore and flatter foreign things and culture. 
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believe foreign things are better. This is related to (a lack of) national 

integrity.’ (Hong, 2017) 

In this quote, Hong first argues that the observed differences between tugou and pet 

dogs are constructed by the way they are kept. She then defines the trend for cherishing 

foreign dog breeds as a lack of national integrity. Hong is making explicit the 

association of pet dogs with the West (or foreign countries) and tugou with Chinese 

national integrity. This shows that she is aware of the cultural globalisation of pet-dog 

keeping and is not happy with tugou being categorised as inferior to dogs of foreign 

origins. In the next quote, Hong attributes the moral idea of ‘equality’ to all dogs: 

‘Because I love dogs, I think dogs, just like humans, do not have distinction 

of lowliness and nobleness. For me, dogs are like families, or companions, 

I like each one of them. Actually I don’t have much experience with tugou, 

I don’t have many opportunities to know them. I just believe from my inner 

heart that they are equal to all dogs. I don’t eat dogs, even eating dishes 

cooked from the same pot that cooked dog meat makes me sick.’ (Hong, 

2018) 

Hong attaches ‘equality’ (the opposite of ‘dog racism’ and categorisation), a moral value 

that is usually associated with humans, to all dogs. She applies this moral concept to 

dogs, based on an understanding of pet dogs as quasi-humans, acquired through her own 

companionship with pet dogs at home. Xiaomei’s180 deconstruction of the function and 

value of dogs also involves moral consideration of dogs, achieved by comparing dogs to 

humans and comparing her identification with all dogs to her emotional identification 

with people who share her own nationality: 

Me: You mean you don’t eat any dogs? Not even the dogs that you do not 

know? 

 

180 Xiaomei kept a Labrador named Pepsi. I introduced her in Chapter Seven that she was attracted to 
Labradors because of the film ‘Qill’. 
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Xiaomei: This feeling is like if foreign people insult my compatriots, it 

hurts my feelings as well. Although they did not insult me, but that is my 

own nation. It is the same with dogs. Although I do not know those dogs 

(to be eaten), they are also dogs, same as Pepsi, so eating them hurts me. 

Me: What if the dogs are kept in dog farms for meat? 

Xiaomei: It is like some people were kept as slaves. You will be 

sympathetic to them. Their fate is not chosen by them. They do not want 

this kind of life. It is the same with ‘meat dogs’. 

For Xiaomei, people kept as slaves are made into slaves, not naturally inferior to other 

humans. Similarly ‘meat dogs’ are made into ‘meat dogs’, and could be pet dogs if 

treated differently. She deconstructs the difference between ‘meat dogs’ and other dogs 

by comparing dogs to humans. She compares her relationship with dogs to her 

relationship with her compatriots (humans who share the same nationality) to explain 

her emotional bond with all dogs (at least to the extent that she feels hurt if she eats 

them). This means that her relationship with Pepsi makes Pepsi quasi-human, and thus, 

all dogs are quasi-human and therefore inedible. 

Rui did not offer a deconstructive analysis, but she shared her strong feelings, triggered 

by seeing dogs about to be killed: 

‘As soon as I start to keep dogs, I quit eating dog meat. Because I cannot 

bear a dog’s look. You keep dogs, too. You should know what a dog’s look 

is like. Have you been to the slaughterhouses181 in Yulin? If you go there, 

you’ll see the eyes of the dogs there. Their looks really break my heart.’ 

(Rui, 2017) 

Dogs may vary in their appearance but, according to Rui, as a species, dogs share the 

same look in their eyes. By saying ‘You keep dogs, too. You should know what a dog’s 

look is like’, Rui must have first understood at an emotional level the way her own dogs 

 

181 As noted above, Rui went to dog-slaughtering places to look for her lost dogs. 
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looked at her, and then, via sympathy, recognised the same look in the eyes of other 

dogs. 

Some of my informants, including Yannei,182 told me that eating dog meat was like 

eating human flesh. This intuition that dogs must not be eaten is related to understanding 

dogs as humans. For Yannei, dogs were quasi-humans. Thus, she extended the taboo 

against cannibalism to include dog meat because dogs as a species are similar to humans 

as a species. 

To conclude, people who do not eat dog meat see dogs as moral subjects in their own 

right. Many people attach moral value to dogs because they understand dogs as similar 

to humans, who can likewise be constructed differently in different social conditions, 

but must always be recognised as intrinsically equal. This approach to dogs is 

fundamentally different from categorising dogs by breed as having different functions. 

The latter approach regards dogs as tools or things with no inherent value. This 

approach is also different from Yuanqi’s view, that whether a dog can be eaten depends 

on whether they have established an emotional bond with a master. For Yuanqi, dogs do 

not have their own inherent value rendering them inedible. She does not eat pet dogs 

primarily because she cares about their masters’ feelings. Her caring attitude extends to 

humans, rather than dogs, because the ‘quasi-humanness’ of dogs is situational, not 

inherent. 

For Hong, Xiaomei, Rui, and Yannei, however, all dogs have inherent moral value, 

which makes them similar to humans and taboo to eat. Through their companionate 

relationships with particular dogs, they recognise the value in all dogs and extend their 

caring attitude towards all dogs. For example, Xiaomei told me that, after she kept 

Pepsi, she asked her rural family to treat their tugou better. By saying that they extend 

their caring attitude, developed through a relationship with their own pet dog, to all 

dogs, I mean they not only believe that they should not eat dogs, they suffer mentally if 

 

182 I introduced Yannei in Chapter Five and Seven. She picked ticks off her family tugou when her mother 
wasn’t looking. She walked her pet dogs at 4am.  
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they eat dog meat. To some extent, they invest their own interests and wellbeing in all 

dogs. As Hong said, ‘even eating dishes cooked from the same pot that cooked dog meat 

makes me sick’; Xiaomei said that ‘eating them hurts me’ and Rui was pained that ‘their 

looks really break my heart’. A caring relationship has the potential to spread, not just as 

a norm through dog-keeping communities, as analysed in Chapter Seven, but also as a 

norm through developing relationships with other dogs, the whole species, and beyond 

dogs to other animals (Meng183, for example, told me that she did not want to eat any 

meat, after keeping dogs). Donovan calls this ethical generalisation from caring about 

one particular animal ‘moral imagination’, based on the principle of homology (2006: 

308–310). 

It is worth noting that there are barriers preventing people from attaching the moral 

value of equality to dogs. A strong belief in the categorical distinction between types of 

dogs can reflect a past experience with tugou. Fearing tugou can prevent people from 

developing empathy with them; conversely, a good experience of eating dog meat can 

create an invested interest in dog-meat eating, motivating people to accept the 

categorical distinction between dogs. 

The previous chapter has shown that, despite the cultural practice of pet-dog keeping 

being characterised by local traits in Yulin, the caring relationship that pet-dog keepers 

develop with their dogs motivates them to seek global (mainly Western) experience. 

Relationships with pet dogs are thus more and more assimilated to the West (e.g., 

involving dog-care knowledge based on science and behavioural training methods). This 

section further suggests that the cultural globalisation of keeping dogs as pets and 

human-dog companionship have not transformed human-dog relationships in Yulin as a 

whole. Tugou are not involved in the pet-dog industry, but are used as meat in the dog-

meat economy, which is also expanding. Through this process, a form of ‘dog racism’ is 

emerging. However, a companionate relationship with dogs leads some people to give 

up dog-meat eating. They represent the beginning of a further cultural transformation of 

 

183 I introduced Meng in Chapter Seven. She was a librarian keeping three dogs, one of them was named 
Cowee. 
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human relationships with dogs in Yulin, depending on how much influence they 

ultimately have. 

How do People Act Politically? 

The previous section introduced the overarching categorisation of ‘pet dogs’ and ‘meat 

dogs’ or ‘tugou’, working to ensure a ‘truce’ between the modernisation of the 

traditional local culture of dog-meat eating and the cultural globalisation of pet-dog 

keeping and dog-care discourses. However, some pet-dog keepers, especially women, 

have refused this categorisation and refused eating dog meat altogether. As noted in 

Chapter Four, the YLDMF has generated global criticism and media reports. Dog 

Lovers from other Chinese cities and abroad visit this festival to protest the festival and 

dog-meat eating. This section analyses how local people act (non)politically when 

confronted with the issue of dog meat. In general, local men defend dog-meat eating 

vehemently in various ways. Many of the people I talked to adopted similar discourses 

in support of dog-meat eating. Most of my informants who did not eat dog meat (mostly 

women) admitted that other people had the ‘right’ to eat dog meat. Very few expressed 

their dissent in public. I will now show how local men’s strong defence of the ‘custom’ 

of consuming dog meat relates to their performance and defence of masculine identities.  

Firstly, local people use various tactics and arguments to politically confront outside 

criticism. Box 8.3 is a summary of four strategies and their relevant discourses. These 

are used by local people to combat criticism. I have collected them from my own 

conversations with local people, my observation of how local people discuss this issue 

both online and offline, and online reports of local people’s opinions, published by the 

main Chinese news agencies (e.g., Zou, 2014; T. Wang, 2015).  
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Box 8.3: Yulin People’s Strategies and Discourses against Dog Lovers 

Strategy Argument and Discourse 

Defending Dog-Meat 

Eating 

Eating dog meat is not against the law in China. People have the right to 

eat dog meat. 

Eating dog meat is a local folk custom that should be respected. 

Eating dog meat is no different from eating other meat, such as mutton, 

beef, or pork. Other animals are also intelligent and can be ‘connected to 

humanity’. 

We only eat tugou or meat dogs, not pet dogs. 

Buck-Passing 
The media and Dog Lovers should be held responsible for making the 

YLDMF famous and celebrated by even more people.  

Discrediting Dog Lovers 

Dog Lovers do not genuinely love dogs. Their main aim is to hype 

themselves in the media to earn money through other people’s 

donations. Many dogs died after Dog Lovers bought them184. 

Loving dogs is a cult because advocates put animals before humans in 

need. Why don’t Dog Lovers support their parents and take care of 

children in poverty? 

Many people who support Dog Lovers harass Yulin people online, 

through verbal abuse and insults. Dog Lovers disturb people’s normal 

lives. 

Dog Lovers are traitors to China as they are used by Western anti-China 

forces to spread political propaganda against China. After all, Indians, 

who do not eat beef, don’t force other cultures to stop eating cows.185 

 

184 Dog Lover Yufeng Du explained to me that many stolen dogs were not vaccinated and caught deadly 
diseases during mass transportation. For this reason, many dogs sadly died after being saved. 
185 By deploying this discourse, people from Yulin bind dog-meat consumption and their festival to the 
nation-state of China, linking dog-meat eating with Chinese identity. I will give an example from my 
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Joking 

People use jokes to defend dog-meat eating and to relax the atmosphere, 

such as: 

‘Both you and me like dogs, the difference is that you like uncooked ones 

while I like cooked ones.’186 

All of these discourses, arguments, and jokes are widespread in Yulin among local 

citizens. People said similar things when I asked them about it, and when they discussed 

the issue among themselves online in the local ‘Lovepea Yulin Forum’ and WeChat 

groups, mainly around the day of the festival. It is important to note that it is mainly 

men who use these discourses to act against Dog Lovers. Picture 8.2 shows a man 

hanging up two banners stating ‘Thank you for showing our compatriots the solidarity 

among Yulin people!’ and ‘We cherish lychee and dog-meat culture, and we cherish the 

law even more!’ (Zou, 2014). Picture 8.3 shows a man debating Yufeng Du, a Dog 

Lover, with his arguments printed out. They emphasise Chinese autonomy from 

Western interference (T. Wang, 2015). This argument gives dog-meat eating a Chinese 

cultural and political identity. Picture 8.4 shows a large crowd of local citizens (mainly 

men) surrounding a Dog Lover being interviewed (T. Wang, 2015). As previously 

discussed, traditional dog-meat eating was an occasional practice among some people in 

Yulin. When fighting with Dog Lovers, however, men are especially bold in defending 

the consumption of dog meat as a ‘folk custom’ in Yulin. For example, my informant 

Wenzi, a young woman in her early twenties, told me that it was during her middle-

 

informants’ experience to suggest that associating with foreigners is criticised during the YLDMF. Ban is 
the owner of a local high-end pet shop, who wanted to promote the love of animals, especially dogs. He 
told me that, in 2015, before the YLDMF, after he had dinner with several friends from Western 
countries, he was followed by several local lads. One of them asked Ban where he came from, Ban said 
‘I’m from China’. Then the lad said ‘Don’t be in touch with foreigners! It’s not good!’ Ban asked, ‘Why not 
good?’ The lad shouted, ‘Here is a dog fan!’ and suddenly around 20 local men appeared. They followed 
Ban for a long time.  
186 Another joke is: ‘I am against the Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival. Lychee is good friend of human 
beings. Please do not hurt Lychee. I warn you, I don’t care if you eat dog meat, but I don’t accept those 
who eat Lychee. Lychee are loyal…’ This joke is fun for some people because it parodies criticism of the 
YLDMF.  
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school years that media reported a lot about the YLDMF controversy. Her male 

classmates were extremely angry about the Dog Lovers and went to have dog meat. I 

also met men who became indignant when I touched on the topic of dog meat, declaring: 

‘we do not welcome outsiders who interfere with the folk customs of Yulin!’ 

 

Picture 8.2: Banners Supporting Dog-Meat Eating 
(Zou, 2014) 

 

Picture 8.3: Debate between a Dog Lover and a Man 
(T. Wang, 2015) 
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Picture 8.4: A Large Crowd Surrounding a Dog Lover 
(T. Wang, 2015) 

Secondly, as a consequence of massive counterattacks (mainly from men), most people 

feel comfortable celebrating the YLDMF187 and talking about dog-meat eating in public. 

Around the 2017 festival day, my informants told me cheerfully that the 

company/organisations they worked188 for had provided dog meat so that they could 

celebrate. Several informants invited me to join their friends’ festival gatherings. 

Throughout my fieldwork, I sometimes saw people post pictures of themselves eating 

dog meat in their WeChat Moments. My informants told me which dog-meat restaurants 

had the best reputation and what spices to add to dog meat. The voices of dog-meat 

eaters are heard and loud. Meanwhile, people who refuse to eat dog meat stay relatively 

silent. When talking about dog-meat eating, either with me or in WeChat groups (in 

relation to the YLDMF issue), non-eaters normally say ‘I don’t eat dog meat, but I am 

 

187 Some people in Yulin deny that there is a festival called the YLDMF, claiming that the name was 
invented by the media and Dog Lovers. They claim that they are simply celebrating Summer Solstice Day 
by eating dog meat and lychee. 
188 Excluding government departments. Government officials and public servants are prohibited from 
eating dog meat in public during the festival. I heard about this rule from various informants who 
worked for the government. This requirement can be understood as the government distancing itself 
from the debate, at least in public, to avoid criticism.  
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not against other people eating it.’ Telling others that ‘I do not eat dog meat’ can be a 

political act, because it reveals a person’s position within the debate, through action. 

However, the further note: ‘I’m not against other people eating dogs’ shows that these 

people recognise the political impact of their statements and want to eliminate the 

political connotations attached to a personal choice about dog meat. They admit that 

other people have the ‘right’ to eat whatever they want before their general concern for 

dogs. Referring to these non-eaters, my dog-meat eating informants would explain that 

they did not eat dog meat as a mere ‘personal food preference’, not as a moral or 

political act. Thus, the seemingly controversial choice between ‘loving dogs’ and ‘eating 

dogs’ has an apolitical solution, which dissolves the controversy, shifting conversation 

toward personal freedom of choice. 

In our conversations, non-eaters tended to adopt the discourse of ‘buck-passing’, 

blaming the media and Dog Lovers for the expansion of dog-meat eating. They typically 

criticised Dog Lovers for being ‘too extreme’, arguing that they could cause ‘violence’ 

by demonstrating against dog meat near dog-meat restaurants. Maintaining 

‘harmonious’ social relationships with other people and avoiding ‘tensions’ was an 

important issue for most of my informants. For example, during the 2017 YLDMF, 

Xifeng invited pet-dog keepers who did not eat dog meat to have a party at his house, 

celebrating the festival with other types of food. They still conformed to the festive 

atmosphere, just without eating dog meat. To my surprise, they did not express sadness 

for the many, many dogs killed around the day of the festival. Instead, they celebrated to 

enjoy the festive atmosphere.  

When I asked my informants ‘are you fine with so many dogs being eaten?’, hoping to 

explore non-eaters’ real attitudes towards eaters, I often got the answer such as ‘it’s not 

good but it’s impossible to stop other people and the most important thing is to take care 

of one’s own dog’. For them, arguing with eaters would not stop them. Instead, it would 

ruin relationships and potentially make the eaters eat more dog meat, as Dog Lovers are 

believed to have done. So they simply surrendered and enjoyed the festive atmosphere. 

Although these non-eaters might have felt uncomfortable eating dog meat themselves, 

the situation was similar to selling a guard tugou in the market and not thinking about 
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what would happen next. They behaved as if other people eating dog meat was 

irrelevant to their own experience. Life was easier if they enjoyed the festival without 

eating dog meat or thinking about the many dogs being killed. 

Mulai189 told me that, during the YLDMF, she begged her friends to remove dog meat 

from her view because she felt uncomfortable. This suggests that she might have felt 

comfortable as long as she did not have to look at the meat. In the WeChat groups, I 

sometimes saw lost-dog notices. People shared fears that their dogs could be caught and 

eaten. However, even when their own dogs were at risk, I did not see anyone blaming 

the practice of dog-meat eating publicly. People seemed to focus on individual 

experience, rather than relating it to a bigger problem with the conflicting cultural 

system. Even Hong, who told me that she strongly supported what Dog Lovers did in 

Yulin and hoped the consumption of dog meat would be banned, did not share her views 

with Yulin people because she did not want to ‘quarrel with people and break up the 

relationship’. 

This conflict-avoiding approach does not always work. Conflicts still erupt in certain 

circumstances. Meng once participated in a party in her home village, at which people 

talked excitedly about the most delicious way to eat dog meat. She stayed silent until she 

could not bear it anymore, then, she suddenly stood up, pushed the food-covered table 

over, and hurt her hand. Meng’s impulsive act suggests that the surface harmony 

between dog-meat eaters and non-eaters is maintained through the silence and 

concessions of non-eaters, who can become desperate if pushed too far. 

Dog meat is just one type of food that people eat occasionally in Yulin. Why then is 

dog-meat eating so sturdily defended, and why do non-eaters adopt a concessional 

attitude in Yulin? Firstly, as discussed in previous chapters, few people are involved in 

affectionate or caring relationships with tugou. Unlike pet dogs, tugou are constructed as 

‘inferior’, and traditional ideas of tugou being dirty and dangerous still prevail in Yulin. 

 

189 I introduced Mulai in Chapter Seven. She kept a tugou named Tofu as a pet and talked about how 
Tofu ran away when she heard she was due to have a bath. 
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Hunters and dogfighting participants may develop an affection for their own dogs, but 

their relationships do not involve a caring attitude toward dogs in general. They simply 

do not understand the Dog Lovers’ attachment to tugou. Secondly, as citizens of a Tier 

Four city in China, which has experienced an economic surge over the past fifteen years, 

most people are focused on making money in the market economy. They have little 

experience or understanding of NGOs that pursue goals other than profit. Unable to 

understand the Dog Lovers’ attachment to dogs, they are suspicious of the motives of 

these wealthy outsiders, who come to Yulin to buy dogs. 

Thirdly, although dog meat is not a major source of food, the practice is a part of 

masculinities in Yulin, especially for rural and working-class men. Eating dog meat is 

an important occasion for men to build up homosociality. Not being allowed to eat dog 

meat threatens the identities of men in Yulin, especially men from rural backgrounds. 

More importantly, their masculinities are further threatened by Dog Lovers, most of 

whom are rich women from bigger cities or rich men from Western countries. Both 

groups enjoy higher social status than this group of men, with their rural background 

and relatively low levels of education. Under their gaze, Yulin men hold on to their own 

‘custom’ to maintain their self-esteem and masculine identity. 

Fourthly, the reactions of Yulin men reflect fighting culture in rural Yulin, another part 

of their masculinities, as analysed in Chapter Six. Picture 8.3 shows direct 

confrontations between Dog Lovers and local men. Picture 8.4 shows local men 

gathering to surround a Dog Lover. These occasions resemble the traditional fights 

between clans, where men from the same clan come together in solidarity. Local men 

actively present their arguments both online and offline, and their voices are not ignored 

by the Chinese media. Many news reports (e.g., Zou, 2014; China Youth Internet, 2019) 

interview local men for their opinions, to balance reporting on the Dog Lovers’ opinions 

and actions. Indignant men’s voices are used to represent the whole of Yulin. 

Faced with local men’s solidarity and unified voices, ‘local dog lovers’ (mainly women 

who do not eat dog meat out of love for dogs) remain scattered in urban life in Yulin, 

without supporting each other. They choose silence to maintain good relationships with 
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their dog-meat-eating friends. This general pattern shows that men have maintained their 

dominant position in Yulin society, in relation to dissenting women. Further, before the 

controversy over the YLDMF, people’s caring relationships with pet dogs had not fully 

developed to form a moral norm regulating dog-meat eating among pet-dog keepers.  

One day, as I was volunteering in Gan’s veterinary practice, two young men and a 

young woman came in to look at the dogs in the shop. They were probably hanging 

around nearby and just came in to play with the dogs. They were discussing how cute 

the dogs were, and suddenly the young woman commented, ‘my whole family doesn’t 

eat dog meat’. Then a young man said, ‘my family neither’. Then they suddenly stopped 

talking and fell into a silence that felt a little awkward. It might have been easier for 

them to continue discussing this topic, and even to attempt a ‘stop eating dog meat 

discourse’ if they had not remembered the controversy around the YLDMF and the 

anger of local men. Because of the controversy, dog-meat eating was politicised and 

given significance as a ‘folk custom’ to defend the dignity of men in Yulin. Against this 

backdrop, a slow and gentle dissemination of dog-loving discourses that include not 

eating dog meat may be difficult to achieve. With local men guarding their 

masculinities, this process is relatively unlikely to happen, given the current dominant 

discourse that people should not interfere with other people’s food preferences. 

Conclusion 

The YLDMF controversy highlights the contradiction between the modernisation of the 

indigenous masculine cultural practice of dog-meat eating and a dog-loving culture 

associated with the West. These two modernisation forces meet in Yulin, which has seen 

men strongly defend dog-meat eating in defence of traditional masculinities and a 

categorisation of ‘pet dogs’ and ‘tugou’. This categorisation is based on different 

relationships between people and dogs. Stronger emotional ties between people and pet 

dogs are recognised. People generally believe that pet dogs are inedible, while inferior 

tugou, with little emotional ties to people, are edible. A similar distinction is made 

between ‘people’s own familiarised tugou’(inedible) and ‘other people’s tugou’ (edible), 

as well as between ‘good hunting and fighting dogs’ (inedible) and ‘dogs with bad 
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performance’ (edible). With the contention over the YLDMF at the centre, the 

overarching categorisation of ‘pet dogs’ and ‘tugou’ is widely accepted in Yulin. Facing 

criticism from outside, dog-meat eating men, mostly working-class men from rural 

backgrounds, have united in defence of dog-meat eating, as their masculine identities are 

threatened by women’s activism against dog-meat eating. People oriented towards 

emotion and care-based relationships with dogs (mostly women and also some young 

urban men), generally keep silent and conform to the celebration of the YLDMF, 

showing the power of rural masculinities in Yulin.  
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

This thesis has analysed social relationships between two species of animals: humans 

and dogs – in a particular area: Yulin, China. Following writers in sociology who 

recognise the interwoven lives of all beings and argue that there is an ‘animal turn’ in 

social science (e.g., Wolfe, 2009; Cudworth, 2010, 2011; Peggs, 2012; Tovey, 2003; 

Charles, 2014), this thesis has explored how the lives of humans and dogs are entangled 

in power relationships, which are embedded in other aspects of social dynamics, 

including constructions of gender, modernisation, urbanisation, and cultural 

globalisation.  

Based on eleven months of fieldwork, using various qualitative-research methods as part 

of a multispecies ethnography, this thesis has adopted an analytical framework of 

gender, power and cultural globalisation. In particular, it has developed a 'dominance-

affection-care’ model to analyse the power relationships between humans and dogs. This 

model divides power relationships into three types, ‘dominance’, ‘dominance and 

affection’, and ‘dominance, affection and care’. In this model, power is analysed in 

association with gender, and gender is understood to intersect with other social 

identities, including urban-rural identities, class, and age. Gender and cultural 

globalisation are also viewed from an intersectionality perspective, given that different 

gender identities relate to distinct attitudes towards the West and traditional local 

cultures. Further, the concept of cultural globalisation is used in conjunction with an 

understanding of the modernisation and urbanisation process. 

My main argument is that human-dog relationships are constructed through actions from 

both sides of the relationship. However, humans always take the dominant role in 

relationships with dogs. ‘Dominance’ has different hues in different types of human-dog 

relationship, especially for the relationships heavily associated with gender identities: in 

relationships between dogs and male dog enthusiasts, ‘affection’ characterises the power 

relationship, as dogs receive more attention and are trained towards certain qualities 

associated with rural masculinities; in relationships associated with modern femininities, 
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both ‘affection’ and ‘care’ characterise the power relationship, which tilts towards dogs 

because of the intended ‘care’ they receive from humans. The gender identities that 

human-dog relationships in Yulin are associated to are constructed in broader social 

processes of cultural globalisation, urbanisation, and modernisation. The tension 

between the indigenous practices and Western cultural practices, both incorporated in 

Yulin’s modernisation process, leads to contentions between ‘loving dogs’ and ‘eating 

dogs’, epitomised in the Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival (YLDMF). To resolve 

this controversy, a categorisation of ‘pet dogs’ and ‘tugou’ has been mobilised by local 

people, highlighting the ‘dog racism’ constructed in these social processes. Although 

women guided by the ethics of care disagree with this ‘racism’ on dogs, their voices are 

silenced by local men supporting the YLDMF at the current stage. In the following 

sections, I will first respond to the research questions under this theoretical framework 

and then propose some theoretical reflections on certain important themes in this thesis, 

before discussing my contributions to multispecies sociology.  

Responses to Research Questions 

As a study inspired by my own companionate relationship with dogs in China and the 

international political contentions around the YLDMF, this research addresses two 

primary questions: what types of human-dog relationship coexist in Yulin and how does 

the YLDMF controversy affect the dynamics of such relationships? Based on the fact 

that the YLDMF is a social event, and the presumption that human-dog relationships are 

part of a larger social and cultural context, this research also asks questions about the 

cultural and socio-economic changes that have influenced dog-keeping practices in 

Yulin, and how these practices relate to people’s genders. The list of research questions 

is as follows, and I will address each one individually. 

1. What types of human-dog relationship coexist in Yulin? What power relations 

characterise them? 

2. Are human-dog relationships gendered in Yulin? 

3. How have cultural and socio-economic changes influenced human-dog relationships 

in Yulin? 



282 
 

4. How does the YLDMF controversy affect human-dog relationships in Yulin? 

1. What types of human-dog relationship coexist in Yulin? What power relations 

characterise them? 

In my analysis I have shown that dogs are used for various purposes in Yulin. I have 

identified five main types of human-dog relationship: keeping dogs as guards, hunting 

with dogs, dogfighting, keeping dogs as pets, and dog-meat eating. These relationships 

are gendered and classed; they relate to processes of modernisation and globalisation in 

different ways; and they are unevenly distributed in rural and urban parts of Yulin.  

I found that rural families had a tradition of keeping tugou, the indigenous dogs, to 

guard family members and household properties, including other animals such as 

chickens. This can be understood in the context of the clan culture in Yulin, where men 

belonging to the same clan assume the role of guarding the clan in disputes with other 

clans. Guard tugou and rural men act in similar ways to achieve similar ends: they fight 

physically with enemies to protect the family. Rural masculinities are performed by both 

guard dogs and men in these activities. However, the dogs do not enjoy a high social 

status in rural Yulin. They are provided with very basic care and believed to be dirty 

scavengers, which people should keep their distance from. Some guard tugou are 

tethered, while others roam freely, living lives that are relatively independent of humans 

and arousing fear in many people. Most of my informants had either been chased or 

bitten by dogs in the villages. 

Although people acknowledge that guard tugou also scavenge in villages, keeping tugou 

as guard dogs in rural Yulin is different from other cultures with free scavenging dogs 

not owned by people (Lord, Coppinger and Coppinger, 2014). The guard tugou are 

owned by and familiarised with members of the household and may be antagonistic 

towards strangers. But like dogs in Zanzibar, most of the scavenging or guard tugou are 

considered dirty and kept at a distance, receiving little attention (Budiansky, 2002). 

Ruiz-Izaguirre, Hebinck, and Eilers found that some scavenging dogs in Mexico worked 

for humans and could develop affectionate and caring relationships with them (2018). 

This is also the case in Yulin. Some tugou develop a closer and more affectionate 
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relationship with their households than mere familiarity. By contrast, others are not 

familiarised with their keepers and behave defensively towards them. Thus, individual 

dogs play an active role in building relationships with humans in similar social settings. 

An integral part of the human–guard-tugou relationship in rural Yulin is a dog-

physiognomy knowledge system that has been passed down through many generations 

of men. Men regarded as experienced authorities on dog physiognomy are respected and 

called ‘dog masters’, who often work in dog markets to select good guard dogs for other 

people. Their knowledge is based on the presumption that the physical traits of dogs can 

predict whether they will guard well, what their personalities will be, and whether they 

can bring good luck to a family. This knowledge system also guides rural hunters and 

dogfight participants when they select their dogs. Thus, this knowledge is mainly 

possessed and passed on by men. When choosing a tugou, men assess their individual 

characteristics, according to this knowledge system. This knowledge works in the 

context that men who own tugou rarely control their breeding in rural Yulin; tugou 

physical traits are not manipulated by humans. Meanwhile, this emphasis on 

understanding dogs through appearance renders social interactions with dogs less 

significant. Systematic knowledge on how to manipulate dogs’ behaviour, such as dog 

training, does not emerge from traditional relationships between men and tugou. 

Selecting the right puppy via this masculine knowledge system is an important part of 

the relationship between men and hunting dogs in Yulin. Men train the dogs to hunt, but 

their confidence in the dogs’ hunting ability comes from their physiognomy. Hunting 

dogs are mostly used as guard dogs in daily life, but they also go hunting with men in 

the mountains around Yulin. They help to find and attack prey animals. Normally, men 

share the prey animals as food with their hunting dogs, showing an appreciation for their 

contribution to the success of the hunt. Besides that, men and hunting tugou have little 

social interactions that indicate a close relationship, although hunters identify with the 

hunting tugou with their masculine traits. Hunting is only regarded as an entertainment 

for most hunters in Yulin, not a major way to make a living. Thus, hunting dogs is only 

part of ‘dog playing’, not as valued as the hunting dogs for the Seejiq Truku hunters in 

Taiwan, who eat from the same bowl with dogs and name them individually (Simon, 
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2015). In Yulin, hunting tugou are usually not named and men’s dominance on hunting 

dogs is characterised more with exploitation as useless hunting dogs can be sold to 

slaughterhouses. 

A third type of human-dog relationship tied into the rural dog-physiognomy knowledge 

system is dogfighting. As in the US and UK, dogfighting is a subculture that is popular 

among a group of marginalised white working-class and some middle-class men who 

perform their masculinities through these activities (Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth, 2007; 

Harding, 2012). In Yulin, dogfight participants are mainly men from rural backgrounds, 

both rich and poor. The former regard dogfighting as a hobby, while the latter see it as a 

way to make money quickly through gambling. A dog who loses a fight can be killed or 

sold. Some receive medical treatment and are trained to fight again, once they have 

recovered. The dominance on dogs in this type of relationship is systematic cruelty with 

exploitation and oppression. Just for the sake of men’s thirst for violence and money, 

fighting dogs risk their lives and get wounded again and again. This power is the 

opposite to ‘care’. 

Pet-dog keeping, the fourth type of human-dog relationship, is found in a different social 

setting: urban Yulin. It is differently gendered and classed. I argue that this relationship 

has been, to a large extent, an effect of cultural globalisation. It has been shaped by the 

pet-dog industry introduced from the West, and many of the dogs kept as pets are 

originally Western breeds. Accordingly, a different knowledge system supports this 

relationship: a knowledge of dog breed differences, caring for dogs through the 

consumption of processed dog food, grooming services, accessories, dog-walking 

techniques and products, ways of playing with dogs, and veterinary care based on 

science and veterinary service. Keeping dogs as pets is a trending practice among the 

urban middle class and is associated mainly with women. Older people keep dogs as 

pets, primarily for companionship; these dogs are often gifts from their children. 

However, older generations are often influenced by traditional, rural-based views of 

dogs as dirty and a danger to children. These traditional views become barriers against 

developing closer relationships with dogs. The younger generation, especially young 

women, are more inclined to develop intimacy with their dogs. This reflects the younger 
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generation’s susceptibility to the ‘cuteness’ they find in pet dogs, which draws them 

closer to dogs. Cuteness, a concept becoming popularised alongside cultural 

globalisation, is associated with strong affection and a caring attitude from people to 

dogs. Taking care of dogs has become a new discourse in Yulin among pet-dog keepers, 

ultimately bringing more knowledge about caring for dogs from the West. Scheduling 

one’s life with dogs and emotional connections with dogs form a significant part of pet-

dog keepers’ lives in Yulin. 

Finally, the fifth type of ‘relationship’ is dog-meat eating. Eating the bodies of dogs is 

traditionally a way in which men relate to dogs to absorb Yang energy from them, as 

dogs are understood to be spiritually Yang. This relationship is special, in that it is built 

on the negation of a positive social relationship: people generally do not eat their own 

dogs. A familiarised relationship with a dog is a barrier to eating it. This finding shows a 

different social pattern from dog-meat eating practices in South Korea where sometimes 

people keep dogs as companions before eating them190 (Dugnoille, 2018). At the same 

time, in Yulin dog meat is a controversial food, also thought to provoke bad spiritual 

forces. As a result, dog meat was not eaten in all parts of Yulin, and different villages 

had different cultural emphases and traditions. For those who accepted dog-meat eating, 

dog meat was largely consumed and treasured by men doing manual work in an age of 

poverty and food shortages. Dog meat was associated with rural and working-class 

masculinities. 

However, the social setting for dog-meat consumption has been, to a large extent, 

transformed from traditional rural to urban; it now has a modern form with a different 

social meaning. Traditionally, tugou were bought from rural markets and killed at home 

for consumption. Men interacted with specific dogs before killing them. Eating is a 

direct oppressive killing relationship with dogs. Men knew that they are eating dogs that 

used to be living, not useful for humans for certain reasons. In recent years, a process of 

 

190 However, how widespread this practice is in South Korea is unclear and it would be worthwhile to 
carry out further research to explore how people who keep dogs as companions before eating them 
perceive the meaning of this companionship. 
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urbanisation and modernisation has absorbed dog-meat eating, enabling a whole 

economic chain of dog raising, transportation, slaughtering, distribution, and selling to 

be built. During this process, superstitions associated with eating dog meat have been 

largely forgotten; more women now eat dog meat. For modern dog-meat consumers, 

dogs are the ‘absent referent’ that has disappeared from dog meat (Adams, 2015). Most 

eaters just assume that the dogs they eat are unwanted tugou sold by rural peasant 

farmers. The modern form of dog-meat eating has eliminated any personal direct 

relationship with dogs through modern organisational division of labour, just as the 

division of labour diluted any one individual’s responsibility for killings during the 

Holocaust, as analysed by Bauman (1989). 

The typology of human-dog relationships is socially compartmentalised. In general, 

dogs are associated with men and masculinities in rural areas. With dog physiognomy 

working as a sorting method, hunters, fighting-dog handlers, and ordinary rural families 

find dogs for different purposes in the rural setting. Meanwhile, unwanted dogs, 

including stolen dogs, unfamiliarised tugou, and dogs with poor working performance, 

are sold and eaten. Modernisation, urbanisation, and cultural globalisation have 

introduced pet-dog keeping to a social group epitomised by middle-class young women. 

The modernised form of dog-meat eating coexists with other types of human-dog 

relationship because the reference of dogs is absent in dog-meat consumption (except 

for some pet-dog keepers). However, the contradiction between ‘eating dogs’ and 

‘loving dogs’ has been sharpened through YLDMF contentions, as will be discussed 

later. 

Although individual dogs can act differently to influence relationships, human 

perceptions of dogs play a major role in shaping those relationships. For example, in 

different types of social relationships, the same dog behaviour is given different values. 

When a keeper comes home, both a guard tugou and a pet dog would wag their tails and 

come close to the keeper. However, in Yulin I saw the keepers ignore tugou engaging in 

such behaviours, while pet-dog keepers respond positively and intimately to their pet 

dogs. In different types of social relationships, people seek different traits in dogs. Rural 

people cherish tugou for their hostility towards strangers, while dog enthusiasts seek 
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dogs that show bravery, diligence, and biting force. Pet-dog keepers prefer dogs who are 

cute, with no aggressive behaviours and close to humans. Seeing dogs through different 

lenses and attaching different values to them contributes to the categorisation of dogs.  

In addition to perceptions, the way in which power is wielded defines different types of 

relationships. Using a ‘dominance-affection-care’ model developed from Tuan’s power 

framework for pets (1984) and the ethics of care (e.g., Donovan and Adams, 2007), I 

have identified ‘dominance’ in guard-dog keeping and dog-meat eating relationships, 

‘dominance and affection’ in hunting and dogfighting relationships (also masculine), 

and ‘dominance, affection, and care’ in pet-dog keeping relationships, which are 

associated with femininity and domesticity. Generally speaking, humans take the 

dominant role in all of these relationships with dogs, as they decide what purpose the 

dogs will be used for and determine the basic lifestyle of their dogs. However, in some 

power relationships also characterised by affection, dogs are given more attention; as 

Tuan has argued, some cruelty towards dogs is disguised by this affection. For example, 

fighting-dog handlers emphasise how much they cherish their dogs’ good performance, 

but downplay the pain the dogs endure in fighting and the confinement the dogs suffer 

when not training or fighting. This is because ‘dominance and affection’ with dogs 

serves the interests of humans. Further, in companionate relationships between humans 

and dogs in Yulin, an element of ‘care’ is added to ‘dominance and affection’. With this 

element, although humans are still in control, they tend to align their own interests with 

those they infer from their dogs, recognised as subjects. Thus, they are motivated to use 

their power to serve the dogs’ interests, which have also become their own. In this way, 

with ‘care’, the power relationship between humans and dogs tilts more toward the dogs. 

2. Are human-dog relationships gendered in Yulin? 

This study has found that relationships with dogs are closely related to people’s gender 

identities. Traditionally, dogs in Yulin are ascribed ‘manly’ characteristics as Yang 

animals: dog meat is considered Yang food, providing strength to men and increasing 

their sexual capabilities. Besides, dog meat has always been a controversial food to eat 

as it is associated with either sacredness or bad spiritual forces. Eating such a 



288 
 

contentious meat can be a performance for men to show their masculinities of risk-

taking. Dog meat has been seen as a food that women should not eat. But this has 

changed with the modernisation of dog-meat eating; both men and women from various 

classes now eat dog meat in a modernised way. Nevertheless, dog meat is still 

significant for rural and working-class men, who value the strength it allegedly provides. 

It is a performance of their masculine identity and a recognition of common 

homosociality for men to eat dog meat together. 

Other traditionally rural-based relationships with dogs are also associated with men and 

masculinities. For the people of Yulin, both men and tugou are Yang (masculine) living 

beings. As previously discussed, guard tugou and rural men are protectors of their 

family/clans. It is mainly men who decide which tugou to buy as a guard dog, since 

traditional dog markets are masculine spaces. The dog markets function around ‘dog 

masters’, respected men with traditional knowledge of dog physiognomy. They are seen 

as authorities on selecting good tugou for guarding, hunting, and fighting.  

Hunting and fighting are two important entertaining activities for rural men. Through 

hunting, men show their higher capacity for ‘catching wild taste’ to provide food for 

their families and friends. While guard tugou and their keepers are protectors, hunting 

men identify themselves with hunting tugou, who share similar physiques and 

characteristics, including bravery, strength, vigilance, and perseverance, all needed in 

hunting and valued as masculine qualities in rural Yulin. Fighting is also an important 

‘masculine capacity’ and dogfighting is its ‘risky game version’, as it can involve large 

financial gains and losses. In dogfighting, the male handler and his dog form a ‘mutual 

dance’ of ‘becoming with’, establishing a mutual masculine identity of strength and 

courage.  

Both hunting and dogfighting are sources of excitement for rural men in Yulin. The 

biting and attacking capability of dogs builds up the men’s own identities. Relationships 

with good hunting and fighting dogs are important ways for men from rural 

backgrounds to achieve valuable status within their circles. Such men have few 

alternative ways of achieving status, without middle-class jobs or much education. The 
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aggressive potential of dogs is used as a tool by men in traditional rural communities in 

Yulin. Hunting and dogfighting are cherished activities for men, who perform their rural 

masculinities together with their dogs in these activities. The dogs become their 

extended (and replaceable) teeth, catching, dominating, and controlling other lives, in 

order to inflict pain through strength. Together with their dog partners, men battle with 

the mountain’s harsh forest environment or other fighting dogs; through this process, 

their masculinities of bravery, vigilance and perseverance are performed. This finding is 

in line with studies by many researchers (Luke, 2007; Kalof and Taylor, 2007; Maher 

and Pierpoint, 2011; Harding, 2012). The excitement of biting and killing analysed in 

related to masculinities by Kheel (1995) and Luke (2007) is vicariously experienced by 

men in Yulin during hunting and dogfighting. 

By contrast, relationships with pet dogs are significant for women’s new feminine 

identities in urban Yulin. Under the influence of consumerism associated with cuteness, 

a cultural concept becoming globally influential under the influence of Japan, pet dogs 

are accessorised with cute things by women keepers; the pet dogs themselves become 

cute accessories for women. At the same time, some women keepers identify as 

‘mothers’ of their dogs and take up caring roles. In this sense, while keeping dogs as 

pets, young women demonstrate a ‘correct response to cuteness’. ‘Cuteness’ suggests a 

display of vulnerability and a pleasant submission and total but hopeful dependence on 

the dominant party, who is expected to take care of the cute party. Young women adopt 

feminine identities of ‘being cute’ and ‘taking care’, while young men mainly identify 

with the latter. By developing an affectionate and caring relationship with their pet dogs, 

young men also demonstrate their ‘correct response to cuteness’. Caring for dogs can be 

understood as men either ‘undoing masculinities’ by not emphasising caring as a 

gendered trait or ‘redoing masculinities’ by emphasising ‘responsibilities’. Some men 

become professionals, making a living by their knowledge of caring for dogs (Deutsch, 

2007; West and Zimmerman, 2009). They become the new ‘dog masters’ of 

companionate human-dog relationships. 

To conclude, there has been a gendered shift in people’s relationships with dogs during 

the modernisation process. Traditionally, dogs have been understood as Yang and 
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masculine in rural Yulin and men’s relationship with dogs has reinforced their 

masculinities. Pet-dog keeping, which has prospered in its modern and urban form both 

in the West, from the 19th century onwards, and now in Yulin, is associated with women 

and feminine traits. Dogs are now ‘Yin animals’ in Yulin, where ‘cuteness’, a modern 

feminine trait, is associated with the so called ‘pet dogs’, positioning a contrast with the 

traditional manly dog. 

3. How have cultural and socio-economic changes influenced human-dog relationships 

in Yulin? 

Since the 1990s, Yulin has experienced high economic growth, industrialisation, 

commercialisation, a high rate of urbanisation, increasing international trade, and 

increasing educational facilities and levels. These are key aspects of the national 

strategic goal of ‘Four Modernisations’191 in Yulin. Under the theme of modernisation, 

Yulin is also experiencing cultural globalisation, as local cultures become more 

influenced by Western cultures. This is especially significant for the growing population 

in urban areas. During this process, both working- and middle-class populations have 

grown with the expansion of secondary and tertiary industries. However, as the majority 

of urban dwellers grew up in rural areas, rural practices continue to influence urban life, 

especially for the older generation. 

First and foremost, traditional rural life accommodates traditional human-dog 

relationships. Tugou are embedded in rural life, alongside other common livestock 

animals, such as chickens, cattle and ducks. Tugou roam freely in large areas of rice and 

vegetable fields in rural Yulin. These dogs can scavenge relatively safely in villages 

without massive traffic. They stay in the yards outside houses, not ‘contaminating’ their 

interiors. Hunting and fighting dogs are also kept in rural areas, as the former hunt in the 

mountains around Yulin, and the latter need space to exercise and train. The traditional 

human-dog relationship in rural Yulin is also deeply set in its history of poverty. The 

 

191 Four Modernisations is a national strategic goal of the Chinese Communist Party. It includes 
industrialisation, modernisation of agriculture, modernisation of national defence, and modernisation of 
science and technology (Xinhua News Agency, 2009). 
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perception of tugou as dirty, ugly, and edible is related to Yulin’s memory of hunger: 

malnourished humans eat tugou while malnourished tugou eat faeces. Peasant farmers 

sell unwanted tugou in local markets and occasionally buy a tugou to kill and eat 

themselves; they do not eat their own tugou. Traditional houses and yards without 

modern security doors need tugou to guard them. Dogs are important members of the 

work force in rural Yulin. 

At the same time, the expansion of urban life is characterised by modern houses and 

apartment buildings with security locks, dangerous roads with heavy traffic, and parks 

for people to relax in and enjoy the nature constructed in urban areas. This allocation of 

urban space regulates dog keeping, as dogs must be kept inside homes and taken out for 

walks on leads. In ordinary urban life, dogs are more dependent on humans; they no 

longer work physically to earn a living, but enjoy closer interactions and relationships 

nourished in the urban environment. Keeping dogs as pets has become a popular cultural 

phenomenon in Yulin, under the influence of the West. I have found that the cultural 

globalisation of pet-dog keeping consists of and is integral to various aspects of 

globalisation. Pet-dog keeping in Yulin involves keeping various dog breeds, mainly 

from the West, adding to the biological diversity of dogs in China. Accompanying these 

dogs is a knowledge system coming from the West, including veterinary science and 

knowledge on dog breeds. In Yulin, many veterinary practices have only opened in 

recent years and people pursue what passes for scientific knowledge about dogs. 

Together with pet shops, these veterinary practices suggest that this form of cultural 

globalisation is based on an expanding pet industry. Correspondingly, interviews with 

pet-dog keepers reveal that globalisation has a psychological and aesthetic aspect, 

epitomised in the consumption of ‘cute’ products that are promoted through the media, 

while social media and films about dogs disseminate Western presentations of pet-dog 

keeping, strongly influencing the cultural perceptions on dogs in China. 

Cultural globalisation has also played an important role in the general modernisation of 

Yulin. As I have shown, keeping dogs as pets is becoming popular in urban areas, 

especially among young people in their twenties, who are more open to new fashions 

and more financially independent and competent. In this context, dogs become pets, 
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companions, accessories, and part of leisure-activities, especially for women. In the pet-

dog keeping practices, nuances of indigenous traditions, Japanese cultural elements, and 

Western products and knowledges are brought together to co-shape this relationship. For 

example, for many pet dog keepers, struggling with the boundaries between traditional 

concept of cleanness and intimacy with pet dogs features their relationships with their 

pet dogs. 

The increase in pet-dog keeping has been accompanied by a decline in hunting and 

dogfighting, especially among younger, urban adults. As more and more peasant farmers 

become workers or small businesspeople in urban areas, hunting is further removed 

from their lives. In this context, hunting with dogs and dogfighting are understood as 

‘hobbies’ for men from rural backgrounds. These activities complement men’s major 

orientation toward earning money. Dogfighting is also affected by cultural globalisation; 

American pit bulls have been imported as the main breed, replacing tugou as fighting 

dogs. These activities are removed from the urban lives of young adults, who have less 

rural experience and more exposure to entertainment through new media; as a result, 

their orientation towards achieving a masculine status is less associated with hunting and 

dogfighting. 

Corresponding to the involvement of foreign culture in Yulin’s local modernisation 

process, some indigenous practices have also been modernised, such as dog-meat eating. 

Urbanisation and the development of a market economy in Yulin have led to the 

emergence of an economic dog-meat production chain, characterised by the provision of 

cooked dog meat in urban restaurants and food stalls. Although this industry is 

associated with the criminal activity of dog stealing in China, rather than with Western-

style, industrial, animal-factory farming and massive meat production plants (identified 

as part of the modernisation process suggested by Franklin (1999) for Western 

countries), dog-meat consumption is supported by an economic chain, and can be 

understood as part of the modernisation and urbanisation process in Yulin. Dog meat is 

more and more accepted by all social classes and genders.  
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To conclude, modernisation has diminished traditional rural relationships with dogs, 

introduced Western culture, and transformed indigenous practices. The values 

associated with indigenous culture contradict values brought in from other cultures. In 

the case of Yulin, this has led to a conflict between eating and loving dogs. To defend 

‘traditional’ practices, interested parties can deploy a discourse of Chinese vs. Western 

values, as has happened in the YLDMF contentions. 

4. How does the YLDMF controversy affect human-dog relationships in Yulin? 

Since the late 1990s, the YLDMF has been celebrated through a discourse that 

strengthens the positive association between dog meat and Yang health. At the same 

time, negative superstitions associated with dog meat have largely been ignored and 

downplayed. Since about 2012, the YLDMF has attracted attention from both animal-

protection activists and global media. Faced with criticism and international pressure, 

the Yulin government’s main response was to use the police to safeguard the YLDMF 

and so-called market managers to stop people taking photos of dead dogs in the market. 

The Yulin government did not take measures to put the ‘one dog-one certificate’ 

regulation into practice, which would have regulated the dog-meat market and prevented 

illegal dog-transport activities. The behaviour of the Yulin government has been an act 

of connivance with local working-class men, who strongly defend their dog-meat eating 

habits as a ‘folk custom’. Through various discourses, local public opinion has become 

dominated by local men; the Dog Lovers, who buy dogs to save their lives, have largely 

been discredited. Between around 2017 and 2019, the YLDMF became more 

prosperous, as more people celebrated with friends and family. Some pet-dog keepers, 

especially young women, abstain from eating dog meat out of compassion for all dogs, 

but their voices of pain are silenced by the anger of Yulin men, whose masculine 

identities are associated with eating dog meat and threatened by Dog Lovers, who are 

mainly rich women from larger cities in China. 

The focus of contention is whether dogs are ‘companion animals’ or ‘food’. To respond 

to this discrepancy, people generally divide dogs into two categories: ‘pet dogs’ and 

‘tugou’ to roughly buffer this conflict. The former category includes widely recognised 
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dog breeds kept as pets, mostly Western dog breeds, some dog breeds of other countries 

(including China) recognised in the West. Under this categorisation, all tugou are 

generalised as edible ‘meat dogs’. This categorisation is not constructed on breed 

difference, but on a series of contrasting ideas about these two groups of dogs, based on 

people’s experience. Tugou are characterised in Yulin culture as cheap, ugly, dirty, 

independent, and aggressive, while pet dogs are expensive, cute, clean, clingy and 

friendly. Most importantly, the tugou are part of the ‘backward, poor rural life’ while pet 

dogs belongs to ‘modern, high-technology-based urban life’. In present-day urbanising 

and economically expanding China, many people choose urban life. 

This categorisation slows down the process of integrating tugou into urban life as 

companions, while blinding people to the nuanced human–tugou relationships that exist 

in rural areas. This categorisation is also compatible with the spreading love discourse 

among pet-dog keepers in Yulin. Faced with outside criticism that dogs in Yulin are 

maltreated, pet-dog keepers take up the love discourse to justify their love for specific 

companion dogs, and their readiness to be responsible for them. To some extent, the 

YLDMF has helped to spread care ethics as a norm for dogs kept as pets in Yulin. 

However, this categorisation is not final and absolute. A few people keep tugou as pets 

and that some people reject the categorisation. The voices of those who deconstruct the 

categorisation are suppressed for now. But this discourse of categorisation may inspire 

people to criticise, challenge, and reflect on the status quo, if certain social conditions 

allow. Foucault has argued that discourse is never static and is associated with power 

dynamics (Foucault, 1968; Olsson, 2010: 67). The categorisation of ‘pet dogs’ vs. 

‘tugou’ currently works to justify dog-meat eating practices, but the explicit discourse 

also highlights problematic constructions that can be responded to or challenged. Given 

different social conditions, a deconstruction discourse about categorisation could spread 

more widely. For example, there have recently been more online articles questioning 

why tugou are considered inferior to Western dog breeds (e.g., World of Dog and Love, 

2020; Yaxian, 2019). As I am writing this conclusion, Shenzhen, a Tier One city in 

China, has passed a new regulation forbidding eating dog and cat meat, along with 

eating ‘wild animals’ (Standing Committee of Shenzhen Municipal People’s Congress, 
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2020). This measure has been taken in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, which is 

thought to have originated from the wild-animal trade in China (Wittemyer, 2020). 

Moreover, banning eating dogs and cats in China is being discussed by the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Rural Affairs as a response to the Covid 19 outbreak (The Bark Editors, 

2020). This official measure in Shenzhen can provide an opportunity to change the 

discourse dynamics of dog-meat eating in Yulin. Already, Huangzi, the founder of the 

first companion-animal rescue group in Yulin, has forwarded this news to his Wechat 

Moment, expressing positive comments. 

Human-Dog Relationships and the Tensions of Cultural Globalisation 

In this section, I will discuss a major theme of my thesis: the tensions of cultural 

globalisation in Yulin and China and their impact on human-dog relationships. All kinds 

of human-dog relationships are embedded in other aspects of cultures in a society. In 

traditional rural Yulin, clans are important social units. The blatantly suspicious attitude 

that people expressed towards me, as a stranger, was reminiscent of Fei’s idea of 

traditional China as a society ‘totally based on familiar’, where people live in ‘isolated 

social circle[s]’ (1992: 41). For strangers outside one’s social circle, social morality does 

not make sense (70). In rural Yulin, ‘strangers’ are dealt with very cautiously. Guard 

dogs are not born; guard dogs are made. 

Yulin people’s choice in which dog to eat reflect Fei’s theory of the moral culture in 

traditional China as well. Fei contends that under the influence of Christianity in the 

West, God is the highest manager of the organisation of humans and every human is 

considered equal before God thus a concept of individual rights is inherently a part of 

the morality of Western society (1992: 73). However, this concept is absent in 

traditional Chinese culture and Confucianism cherishes filial piety, fraternal duty, and 

loyalty based on personal relationships (74). In traditional Yulin’s context, no moral 

duties are considered suitable for unknown tugou who are edible, but one’s own tugou, 

with whom humans have built up a relationship, are inedible. As analysed in Chapter 

Eight, my participants who refuse any dog meat have a moral reasoning of ‘equality’. 
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According to Fei, this concept is not the mainstream moral reasoning in traditional 

China192. 

In urban Yulin, a society not based on the familiar, but rather on cooperation between 

strangers with different jobs, where each household is well-locked with security doors, 

guard dogs no longer fit in. By contrast, the practice of keeping dogs as pets has formed 

a popular culture, especially among the younger generation in urban areas. This culture 

suggests that cultural globalisation is an integral part of the modernisation process in 

Yulin. However, cultural globalisation is neither homogenisation nor heterogenisation, 

but glocalisation, a complex process mixed with different social conditions, working 

together to form Yulin’s own cultural picture.  

To a large extent, pet-dog keeping in Yulin is a ‘replication’ of Western practice, guided 

by the pet-dog industry and veterinary science. Young people’s recognition of ‘cuteness’ 

in pet dogs plays an important role in the expansion of pet-dog keeping culture. This 

‘cuteness’ is an aesthetic taste widely spread globally, especially in East Asia. However, 

ideas about dogs learnt from traditional relationships with dogs in Yulin are still applied 

to this new companionate relationship. As analysed in Chapter Seven, the belief that 

dogs are dirty and dangerous creates both physical and psychological distance between 

dogs and some people. ‘stick parenting’ as a legitimised violence is still a dominant and 

culturally legitimate way to deal with non-tolerated dog behaviours. Further, this 

cultural globalisation phenomenon is mainly urban. The rural-urban divide in Yulin 

works as a firebreak for human-dog relationships, shielding the traditional rural 

households that keep guard dogs from exposure to the new lifestyle of pet-dog keeping. 

Here the rural-urban divide corresponds to a tugou–pet-dog divide and works as the 

basis for ‘dog racism’. The categorisation of dogs makes eating dog meat and keeping 

 

192 But Yilin men also manipulate the concept of ‘right’ to serve their own interests, claiming that eating 
dog meat is their ‘right’. Here they just exert their power in the place of right. (In Chinese, the words 
‘power’ and ‘right’ are Homophones.) 



297 
 

dogs as pets in urban areas and having tugou as guard dogs in rural hometowns possible 

for a single person in Yulin. 

Meanwhile, the need for guard tugou is declining with the growing urbanisation rate. 

Urban life also makes it harder for men to hunt with dogs or to keep fighting dogs; they 

need space to keep and train their dogs and space is often limited in urban areas. With 

urbanisation and modernisation still progressing in Yulin, the traditional cultures have to 

face incoming cultural influences, i.e., cultural globalisation. The traditional human-dog 

relationships based on the dog-physiognomy knowledge system are in decline. This 

decline is also reflected in their absence from the discourse on dog categorisation, which 

acknowledges ‘pet dogs’ and ‘tugou’ but fails to mention American pit bulls, and 

includes hunting tugou simply as ‘tugou’. 

Eating dog meat, another dog-related practice with a history in Yulin, supported by 

TCM knowledge and associated with masculinities, has adapted better to the urbanised 

and commercialised environment. The transportation system in China has grown rapidly 

since 1978. In 1988, China built its first limited-access highway; the total length of that 

highway reached 85,000 km by 2011, giving China the second-longest highway system 

in the world (Xu and Nakajima, 2014: 325). This has facilitated the low-cost transport of 

dogs from other parts of China to Yulin and supported the growth of the dog-meat 

economy in Yulin. The prosperity of dog-meat stalls and restaurants in urban areas of 

Yulin and the celebration of the YLDMF have transformed dog-meat eating, a 

traditional rural practice, into an urban, modern, and commercialised activity. The 

modernised practice of dog-meat eating has become the greatest power of resistance 

against the Western tradition of keeping dogs as pets and loving them without eating 

them. More importantly, dog meat has become the focus of attention for both media and 

animal-protection activists, as it absolutely challenges the typical companionate human-

dog relationship in the West. With the commercialisation of dog-meat eating, the 

conflict between the modernisation of an indigenous activity and Westernised 

modernisation has become very heated in Yulin. 
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This conflict involves people of different social classes, age groups, and genders who 

are associated with different types of relationships with dogs. Generally speaking, 

middle-aged and older men with rural and working-class/small-business backgrounds 

tend to engage in the pastimes of hunting, dogfighting, and eating dog meat with friends, 

more traditional relationships with dogs. By contrast, young, urban middle-class women 

are the typical representatives of companionate relationships with pet dogs, a more 

Western-oriented relationship. Tugou are typically associated with the former and dog 

breeds of Western origin with the latter. ‘Pet-dog breeds’ are associated with the social 

status of the new middle class in urban Yulin, just as the ‘Victorian dog fancy’ was in 

19th century Britain (Ritvo, 1986). Pekingese were cherished by royal families in the 

Qing Dynasty and fancied mainly by women in the UK, who imagined the Chinese 

royal styles represented by such dogs (Cheang, 2006). Pekingese were assimilated into 

the pet-dog industry and they count as a breed choice within the pet-dog category. By 

contrast, tugou have never been associated with higher social classes throughout history. 

They have been guard dogs for common rural families in China, fed mainly leftover 

food and provided with simple shelters. The hunting and fighting dogs were traditionally 

associated with rural, male peasant farmers, who participated in hunting and dogfighting 

as well as farming. As a consequence, tugou have been much less valued and have 

received much less care. Nowadays, this devaluation is blamed on the tugou themselves. 

The association of different types of dogs with different social classes is also discussed 

by Włodarczyk (2018). She points out that certain types of dogs (e.g., cur dogs and 

coonhounds) were associated with African American slaves. These dogs are likewise 

believed to be wolfish and untrainable (76). They were often ordered to be killed by 

slave owners (75). The manipulation of dog breeds with different social meanings can 

change the ‘fate’ of particular types of dog. Shiba Inu were once used by the Japanese to 

hunt small animals and were not associated with the middle class. The mid-19th century 

saw a popularisation of Western dog breeds in Japan, as Japan engaged in a 

Westernisation process encouraged by the government (Skabelund, 2011). Then, out of 

nationalism, Japanese middle class started to treasure Shiba Inu, who are indigenous to 
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Japan193. These dogs are now popular in China,194 given the prosperity of the pet-dog 

market. In fact, the Shiba Inu and Guangxi tugou look quite similar. Picture 9.1 shows a 

tugou I met in Yulin and a Shiba Inu (Bridge, n.d.): they both have pricked ears, curled 

tails, yellowish fur, and narrow and somewhat triangular eyes. However, like other 

foreign breeds usually kept as pets, Shiba Inu are associated more with the urban middle 

class and tugou are associated with the rural and working class in China. The Shiba 

Inu’s rise through the social-class system in Japan was a by-product of nationalism 

working within the globalisation condition and the Western ideology of loving dogs. 

Japan does not have the cultural practice of eating dog meat, like Korea or Yulin, which 

linked nationalism or the attachment to ‘folk customs’ to eating their own indigenous 

dogs. 

 

Picture 9.1: Tugou and Shiba Inu 
(Bridge, n.d.) 

 

193 In the 1920s, a nationalist ethos encouraged the Japanese, especially the middle class, to cherish 
indigenous ‘Japanese’ dogs (Skabelund, 2011: 93). Shiba Inu were first recognised as a Japanese Natural 
Monument in 1936 and then recognised by the American Kennel Club in 1992 (93, Woolf, 2019). 
194 There are no statistics on the number of Shiba Inu in China. However Weibo, the Chinese equivalent 
of Twitter, shows that there are about 54,000 posts about and 81,000 followers of the topic ‘Shiba Inu’ 
(Weibo, 2020a). Meanwhile, there are about 36,000 posts about and 65,000 followers of the topic 
‘husky’, another popular pet dog breed in China (Weibo, 2020b). By contrast, there are only 488 posts 
about and 101 followers of the topic ‘tugou’ (Weibo, 2020c). These large differences in numbers show 
the popularity of Shiba Inu and the marginalised position of tugou in Chinese social media. 
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‘Dog breeds’ have become a significant categorisation system, used by the global pet-

dog industry to attach historical and cultural meanings, as well as physical 

characteristics and temperaments, to different types of dogs (e.g., AKC, 2020). Among 

these meanings, an association with higher social classes can be reflected in the prices of 

different dog breeds. The price becomes one of the common languages of different 

cultures and societies, and social-class hierarchies, which are also recognised across 

cultures. Pekingese and Shiba Inu are good examples of dog breeds cherished in a 

society or associated with a higher class being recognised and becoming cherished by 

others. On the human side, with higher income levels, people belonging to the middle 

class or longing for a middle-class way of life are more inclined to consume products 

and services associated with higher classes. They are susceptible to forms of economic 

globalisation that bring in businesses originating in the West, including the pet-dog 

industry. In Yulin, the urban middle class tend to embrace pet-dog keeping more than 

the rural and working class. 

Social class is closely interwoven with age and gender. Age itself is not necessarily 

linked with relationship to dogs, but in the current context of Yulin, an older age 

indicates rural experience. More and more young people in urban Yulin are making an 

‘upward gesture’ and adopting an urban middle-class lifestyle, which includes the 

consumption of cuteness and keeping dogs as pets. Ever since their origin and expansion 

from Japan, many cute designs, cute products, and media content have been associated 

with the younger generation, who are more likely to accept cute dogs as pets (Marcus et 

al., 2017). Among them, young women, who, to a certain extent, perform themselves as 

young, cute, harmless, and passive in relation to men in a heterosexual romantic 

relationship, both identify easily with the cuteness in dogs and are more receptive to 

building up a caring relationship with dogs, carrying out and exemplifying the ‘correct’ 

caring response to cuteness. They may expect a caring response when they are 

performing their cute identities. The gendered difference in relationships with dogs is 

particularly prominent, as caring is a feminine image, particularly associated with 

motherhood. Moreover, women as the marginalised voices and dominated gender in 

traditional Confucian China are less invested in achieving status through traditional 
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Chinese activities, such as ancestor worship or dog-meat consumption. They are more 

open to new ways of enhancing their status, such as consumption of fashionable 

products and pet-dog keeping, as a kind of leisure activity (Thornham and Feng, 2010; 

Jin, 2018). As a result of this gendering of spheres, dogs in Yulin are traditionally 

associated with men for physical labour and with women in modern consumerist 

society, for their companionship and amusement. 

The rural-urban divide, class, age, and gender form a complicated systematic social 

dynamic in the rapid modernisation process, which includes both the introduction of 

Western culture and the practice and renewal of traditional local activities. The 

categorisation of inedible ‘pet dogs’ and edible ‘tugou’ epitomises this tension in 

modernisation. This categorisation is a mirror, reflecting the constructed social 

difference between people, not a natural difference between dogs. By endorsing this 

categorisation, many people developed an ideology I name as ‘dog racism’, 

distinguishing between ‘tugou’ and ‘pet dogs’ by attaching different levels of value to 

breeds and types of dog. Thus, many people believe the dog meat they consume comes 

from tugou or meat dogs raised locally in rural areas or sourced from a dog factory. The 

myth of the dog factory has existed in China for years, but there is little evidence of their 

existence or successful management. Most Yulin people hold on to this belief or to the 

‘nostalgic’ image of eating extra unwanted tugou from rural families, which are 

particularly delicious because they have been fed with rice and given abundant exercise. 

Evidence has shown that the modern supply chain of dog meat, based largely on 

stealing, does not care what breed of dog it processes. When pet-dog keepers in Yulin 

lose their dogs, they worry that those dogs have been stolen and eaten. This proves that 

local people know that ‘pet dogs’ are still involved in the dog-meat business. 

Dog stealing disrupts the dog categorisation in an illegal way. In addition to stealing, 

dog categorisations can become fuzzy in various social contexts, where people have 

different ideas. For example, some tugou kept in rural families develop closer 

relationships with their human companions, and these relationships resemble pet-dog 

keeping in urban Yulin. Meanwhile, some people in urban Yulin keep pet dogs ‘like 

tugou’: they are strongly influenced by traditional beliefs that dogs are dirty and 
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aggressive, and they maintain a distance from their pet dogs. Some urban citizens keep 

tugou as pets, and some of my informants told me that they brought their pet dogs to 

their old rural homes on holiday. More importantly, some pet-dog keeping informants 

reject the categorisation and refrain from eating dog meat altogether. The non-eaters 

(mainly women), who take the side of ‘loving dogs’ tend to generalise their care to all 

dogs, out of their emotional ties with their own dogs. These people are currently much 

silenced by the loud male voice supporting dog-meat eating in Yulin, under the 

contention of the YLDMF. 

To conclude, the theme of cultural globalisation shows how the local and global are 

compartmentalised and interwoven, and how human-dog relationships are affected by 

this process. Dog racism is a consequence of this encounter between the local and the 

global. However, cultural globalisation is still ongoing; how the global will blend or 

fuse with the local in future in still unknown. The fuzziness of social life with dogs is 

ambushing the deconstruction of the current categorisation of dogs.  

Gender and Power 

The modernisation process challenges Yulin’s traditional rural human-dog relationships, 

as dogs are much less used for work, but are cherished as companions or pets in urban 

homes in Yulin. There is a ‘gender shift’ in human-dog relationships accompanying the 

modernisation and urbanisation process. This shift corresponds to Bye’s argument that 

the constructions of femininities and masculinities are closely connected to the 

construction of rurality and urbanity (2003). The ‘urban gender’ can differ a lot from the 

‘rural gender’ (150), even in the same parts of Yulin. The modernisation and 

urbanisation process also coexist with power-paradigm changes in human-dog 

relationships in relation to gender. The unequal power relationships and issues of social 

inequality between men and women are an important theme for gender studies (e.g., 

Connell, 1987). This study shows that the power relationship with dogs is also gendered. 

This section discusses how power relationships between people and dogs are different 

from or similar to each other, how dogs shape these relationships, and how the power 

dynamics relate to gender. 
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‘Dominance, affection, and care’ is the model I introduced by combining Tuan’s 

concepts of ‘dominance’ and ‘affection’ (1984) with the ethics of care (e.g., Gilligan, 

1982; Noddings, 1984) to understand the power relationships that characterise the 

different types of dog-human relationship identified here. This model includes three 

types of power relationships: ‘dominance’ is the broadest category, which includes the 

more specific ‘dominance and affection’ type of power relationship, which can extend to 

an even more nuanced ‘dominance, affection, and care’ type of power relationship (see 

Figure 2.2). Thus all human-dog relationships involve dominance, although it can be 

modified by affection and care. Tuan used ‘dominance and affection’ to show how 

seemingly positive affective emotions can produce and disguise exploitative power 

relations. This pattern applies to many relationships that produce one party to the 

relationship as a pet (1984). However, in this thesis, I contend that affection can lead to 

care in certain circumstances, changing the dynamics of power in a relationship. Here, 

‘care’ means practices of ‘caring for’ guided by an ethos of ‘caring about’ (Rummery 

and Fine, 2012).  

Firstly, human dominance is the key to almost all human-dog relationships for both men 

and women. To a large extent, dogs’ wellbeing can be damaged, and their activities 

subject to limitation and control by humans, given the ability of humans to hurt them. In 

some circumstances, such as modern factory farms, where animals are held in very 

limited spaces, fattened, and killed, there are almost no different action choices for the 

animals to make (Cudworth, 2011). In Yulin, dogs waiting to be killed for meat are in 

similar situations. In other dog-keeping relationships in Yulin, generally it is the human 

who decides the basic lifestyle of the dog: people provide dogs with food, shelter, and 

possibly veterinary care. Within this structure provided by humans, dogs perform their 

own activities and use their own means to communicate with humans. In different 

relationship types, dogs have space to play an active role to a different degree, and with 

different characteristics. For example, free-roaming guard tugou have a larger degree of 

freedom to roam and mate as they want. Within this frame, some tugou choose to 

become familiarised or even close to their keepers, while others do not. However, given 

that so many people, especially women, are afraid of tugou and remember being 
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attacked by a tugou on a village street (especially when they were children), we can see 

that within the general structure of human dominance, dogs can resist and reverse power 

relations to create an antagonistic relationship (e.g., people fighting with dogs; dogs 

fighting with thieves) or a dog-dominating one (dog bites and then flees). 

Cudworth emphasises the basic domination relationship between humans and nonhuman 

animals, but she also suggests that such domination has different forms and degrees, 

such as exploitation, marginalisation, and oppression (2011: 177). These can all exist in 

the guard-dog keeping relationship I characterised as ‘dominance’.  

Secondly, in some human-dog relationships, dominance can be associated with 

seemingly positive affective emotions. ‘Affection’ between people and their dogs can 

happen within a relationship of ‘dominance’ (Tuan, 1984). ‘Affection’ also takes 

different forms in different types of relationships. In most rural households that keep 

tugou as guard dogs, affection for tugou exists to the extent that they develop familiarity 

with the dogs and do not eat them. But the light of affection for guard tugou is relatively 

dim, as people generally pay little attention to guard tugou. Affection for dogs is also 

gendered. The affection that rural men have for their hunting and fighting dogs is 

characterised by attention and their admiration for the dogs’ believed masculine traits. 

However, this affection is precariously conditioned on the dogs’ strong performance. 

Dogs with weak performance can be eliminated. Dogs’ interests are only considered 

when they fit with the interests of the keepers. 

Care work can be involved in these relationships with dogs, but it does not characterise 

them. As analysed in Chapter Six, working dogs are most often provided with only the 

basic care needed for them to do their job well. In general, care does not seem 

compatible with the masculine values endorsed by rural men. On the one hand, affection 

itself does not guarantee care, it might just indicate more attention and more interests in 

humans’ taking advantage of dogs regardless of dogs’ other needs. On the other hand, it 

is worth noting that, in different types of power relationship, dogs are understood as 

having different power status. In pet-dog keeping, dogs are understood as relatively 

vulnerable (feminine, or Yin), while in hunting and dogfighting, dogs are understood as 
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tough (masculine, or Yang). Cuomo argues that all living things or groups possess a 

certain ‘dynamic charm’ and should have the right to thrive (1998). According to her 

ethics of flourishing, a hunting dog could be trained to flourish, since they enjoy 

hunting. Tough hunting dogs do not care about difficulties in their work or lives. If 

toughness becomes their ‘dynamic charm’, then ‘care’ would seem almost an insult. 

However, dogs constructed as tough still have their vulnerabilities, which are not 

allowed by men in the relationships of hunting and dogfighting. In the caring pet-dog 

keeping relationship, people are more aware of the vulnerability of dogs and the unequal 

power of the relationship. An ethics of care is adopted that makes the power relation 

more balanced. Men are often comfortable in dominant positions in social relationships 

with women and animals. Not recognising or accepting vulnerabilities, either in dogs or 

in themselves, is typically associated with masculinities. 

Young women, as this research has shown, are in the vanguard of adopting an ethics of 

care towards dogs. The ‘care’ in pet-dog keeping relationship emerges from an 

affectionate relationship with a dog, thus care presumes affection. But care can also 

transcend affection. In urban Yulin, ‘care’ has become a love discourse, a requirement, a 

norm, for people to be responsible for their pet dogs. The established ethics of care 

towards dogs also lead some people, especially women, to regard all dogs as inedible. 

This finding supports Donovan’s argument that, out of the ethics of care, people can 

spread moral imagination to remote suffering; care is not limited to individuals with 

particular experiences or relationships, as many critiques contend (2006). 

There are many reasons behind the association of femininities with the caring 

relationship with dogs. Many care-ethics researchers have found that the ethics of care is 

a feminist and feminine ethic, frequently adopted by women. A typical example is the 

mother-child caring relationship (Hanlon, 2012). In addition, women are often found in 

marginalised positions in traditional patriarchal cultures in China (Hu, 2018). Since 

women’s subjectivity, needs, interests, and voices are often devalued, they may be more 

sensitive to the vulnerabilities and dominated position of dogs in human society 

(Adams, 2015; Donovan, 2006; Gruen, 1993). Women are also sensitive to the 
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submission and sajiao of dogs, as will be analysed below. Nowadays, more women 

receive a better education. The employment rate for women was about 0.66 in 2009 in 

China and the mean earnings for women grew rapidly between 1990 and 2009 (Chi and 

Li, 2014). With more resources and independence, women are now in a better position 

to make decisions about their own lives and those of their dogs. Care as a form of power 

grows as women’s general social status increases in China. The fate of women and dogs 

are interwoven in the modernisation process in China. 

In addition, the ethics of care is not limited to women or femininities. With the 

dynamics of gender constructions, the discourse and practice of caring for pet dogs also 

participate in building up new urban masculinities and femininities in Yulin. These are 

especially meaningful in the construction of ‘caring masculinities’, advocated by writers 

like Elliot (2016). This is important when we consider the association of rural 

masculinities with violence and the violence involved in human-dog relationships in 

Yulin. Guided by the ethics of care, pet dogs are experiencing less violence with women 

keepers. Some men keepers are also reflecting on the way they deploy violence to lessen 

harm to dogs. As pet-dog keepers are willing to learn both scientific knowledge about 

dogs and modern dog-training methods from the West, with the advancement of cultural 

globalisation, I am optimistic that the dissemination of the care discourse will lead to 

less violence in human-dog relationships. If people start to question violence in human-

dog relationships, violence in other social relationships can be questioned as well. 

Further, violent masculinities can be questioned and redone accordingly. 

In Yulin, quite a few male pet-dog keepers advocate ‘responsible companionship’ in 

Fox and Gee’s terms (2019) and enjoy their popularity among fellow pet-dog keepers. 

They are trusted as dog rescuers, pet-care knowledge holders, and dog training experts. 

The fact that these men enjoy these reputations suggests that ‘proper’ care means people 

equip themselves with scientific knowledge and technologies, which contribute to their 

‘animal capital’ (Irvine, 2004: 65; see also Fox and Gee, 2019; Cole, 2011; Nast, 2006). 

New urban masculinities are infused with ‘animal capital’ associated with knowledge, 

products and technologies.  
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In a human-dog power relationship characterised by ‘dominance, affection, and care’, 

humans, regardless of gender, are in a dominant position and all the technologies of care 

discussed above shape the companionate relationship in Yulin. A dog’s agency is 

limited in this context. However, a relationship guided by the ethics of care balances 

power relations in the framework of dominance. In the literature review I have discussed 

that in a relationship endowed with an ethics of care, the dominant party voluntarily 

aligns their own interests with those of the dominated party. Such an alignment can be 

guaranteed by empathy. Through care, power relationships tilt towards the dominated 

party to some extent, given that the dominating party understands the interests of the 

dominated party correctly and the dominated party is allowed to negotiate their needs 

and interests with the carer. The ethics of care gives significance to the needs and 

interests of the dominated party. In a ‘dominance, affection, and care’ relationship, 

people not only recognise the agency and subjectivities of dogs, but also legitimise 

them. The supposed ‘species barrier’ is, to a large extent, broken down through the 

ethics of care in multispecies families, as Charles (2014) has shown.  

On the other hand, as Kittay argues that the care receiver’s willingness to accept care is 

indispensable in forming a caring relationship (2018), and recognising dogs’ submission 

is key in the transition from affection to care. In Yulin, urban young women and men’s 

affection for pet dogs is associated with an appreciation of the dogs’ pleasing expression 

of vulnerability (sajiao and weiqu), and with dogs’ neediness, submission, and kind-

heartedness. These understandings of dogs are all connotations of the ‘cuteness’ that 

young women and men identify in dogs. Young women and men respond to this 

cuteness of dogs with ‘care’. In other words, perceiving dogs’ expressions of 

dependence and submission as appealing  is important and even triggers the caring 

relationship. In Haraway’s (2003) terms, a dog’s obedience and dependency work as an 

invitation to a mutual dance with humans according to a choreography of care. A dog’s 

cute submission is a different type of ‘play bow’, initiating the game of care. 

The ‘correct’ response to dogs’ cute obedience and self-denial is care, similarly to the 

‘correct’ response to women’s cuteness, display of weakness and sajiao. Women are 

more ready to take up the caring role and surrender to cuteness and submission partly 
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because they expect the same response when they adopt the contemporary urban 

femininities of displaying cuteness and sajiao. By building up caring relationships with 

pet dogs, young women understand and identify with both parties in a caring 

relationship while men display their compliance with the rule of sajiao, ready to take up 

a masculine role as a caring partner, this appeals to young women who are becoming 

more and more economically independent in urban Yulin. 

Various theorists recognise the important role of submission in certain types of 

relationships. Cole used Foucault’s concept ‘pastoral power’ to analyse people’s 

management of animals in ‘happy meat farms’ to achieve so-called ‘animal-centred’ 

welfare (2011: 89). He considers ‘submission’ and ‘self-mortification’ from the animal’s 

side are important to the forming of this modern biopolitical power relationship (89-90). 

While Foucault uses the concept ‘pastoral power’ to understand biopolitics in modern 

times, Louie studies the intensive emotions between men in a hierarchical relationship 

of fidelity in ancient Chinese societies and literature (2002). Although his interpretation 

of such brotherly love in terms of homosexuality is criticized as speculation (e.g., Xiao, 

2007), it is still worthwhile to examine why the portrayal of strong affection between the 

caring and grateful lords and their devoted subordinates is appealing for many readers. 

In his conclusion chapter, Tuan linked his discussion of dominance and affection in a 

pet relationship to the pleasure of negating the self and being dominated in 

sadomasochism (1984). He contends that ‘passivity is an integral part of human 

experience and may well lie at the psychic core of our being’ (175). 

To extend discussion from this section, it is worth asking whether it is a pleasure for 

dogs to be in this relationship of ‘dominance, affection and care’ and whether it is 

ethical to discipline the life of a dog in the technology- and consumption-infused power 

relationship of care in a globalising, modern and urban society. Are masculinities and 

femininities in this social context subject to similar types of power as pet dogs are 

exposed to? Does the increase in pet-dog keeping in China indicate that the pleasure 

produced in intimate relationships of dominance and submission is less available from 

modern and urban life (Tuan, 1984; see also Franklin, 1999); or, on the contrary, does it 

contribute to the proliferation of this power relationship fortified by technologies and 
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scientific knowledge, similar to how sexuality proliferated during the 17th and 20th 

centuries despite a popular ‘repressive hypothesis’ (Foucault, 1978)? 

To conclude, in pet-dog keeping, the relatively balanced power relationship of 

‘dominance, affection, and care’ is associated with women and urban femininities, while 

other types of power relationship are associated with men and rural masculinities. This 

pattern suggests the value of considering gender dynamics in the study of social power. 

The power relationship between pet dogs and humans is significant for both dogs and 

humans, contributing to their gender identities and their lifestyles. In the seemingly 

more balanced power relationship of ‘dominance, affection and care’, the care is based 

on powerful technologies, scientific knowledge and development of the pet-dog 

industry, attracting urban young men to associate this type of care relationship with dogs 

with new forms of masculinity and status. In addition, dogs’ agency is performed within 

the limits of human dominance but, despite this, dogs play an important role in forming 

any type of power relationships with humans. Recognising dog’s willing obedience and 

submission is key to forming the caring relationship.  

Contributions to Knowledge 

As indicated earlier, this research is primarily a contribution to a sociology that exposes 

how nonhuman animals co-shape societies with humans. Dogs are widely acknowledged 

to be the earliest domesticated nonhuman animals. Although they can play various roles 

in different cultures, their relationships with humans in non-Western societies have been 

under-studied in sociology. This is the first investigation of different types of human-

dog relationship coexisting in contemporary China. It contributes to the pool of 

knowledge on various possibilities for human-dog relationships, coexisting in the same 

society but within different social and cultural contexts. It shows how dogs actively co-

construct relationships with humans within different sets of constraints (Irvine, 2004; 

see also Smith, 2003). More importantly, it shows that the way dogs are understood 

varies, and that dog-human relationships are constructed in various social, economic, 

and cultural circumstances and shaped by class and gender. 
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This discussion of dog categorisation, in other words, ‘dog racism’, contributes to 

studies of racism, sexism, and speciesism, in which exploitative and oppressive 

relationships are built between different social groups and justified by categorisations 

based on seemingly ‘natural’ traits (Brittan and Maynard, 1984; Glasser, 2011). To 

justify discrimination by referring to a being’s biological traits such as ‘breed’ or ‘race’ 

is common for building up inequality among not only humans but also other animals 

such as dogs. Categorisation is an important tool for processing thoughts and gaining 

knowledge. With the growth of international trade in a globalising China, various breeds 

of dogs from the West have been introduced as pets. What accompanies these dogs is 

the categorising idea of ‘breed’ on the basis of which the ideology of ‘dog racism’ takes 

root in the soil of the rural-urban divide that is part of China’s modernisation process. In 

this thesis, I also categorise a typology of human-dog relationships, masculinities and 

femininities. However, discrimination based on categorisation is not justified. The way 

in which a categorisation is constructed should be constantly questioned and reflected 

on. This thesis also contributes to the study of social inequalities by examining closely 

how dog racism comes into being. This understanding provides a solid basis for 

considering further actions in relation to this social problem.  

This thesis also contributes to an understanding of human-animal relationships and the 

complex system of animal lives, through a sociological lens of the modernisation thesis. 

Many writers have suggested that urbanisation and industrialisation have taken away the 

traditional role of animals as physical labourers, but established more intimate 

relationships with certain animals as companions (e.g., Thomas, 1983; Franklin, 1999; 

Greene, 2008; Philo, 1998). This research suggests that a similar process, with its own 

characteristics, is now taking place in Yulin in an accelerated pace, under the influence 

of cultural globalisation. Hansen has looked at the change in human-animal relationships 

in Spain, under the influence of Europeanisation and modernisation (2015); Velden has 

examined how colonialism shaped human-dog relationships in the Brazilian Amazon 

(2017). Skabelund has looked at how dogs are understood in imperialist contexts in 

Japan (2008). This thesis introduces the concept of ‘cultural globalisation’ to the 

sociological analysis of human-dog relationships. In Yulin, pet-dog keeping, as a 
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modern human-dog relationship, is, to a large extent, the result of globalisation, 

accompanied by a decline in the types of relationships associated with traditional rural 

life. However, dog-meat eating, as a special human-dog relationship, has transformed its 

organisation in the urban environment. It currently opposes and contradicts Western pet-

dog keeping culture. On the flip side of the same coin, this research presents a specific 

analysis with rich details of the tension between the local and the global in the age of 

globalisation from the nuanced perspective of human-dog relationships in Yulin. It 

provides a vivid picture of the glocalisation process: globalisation meets resistance from 

the local and works with the local to form a nuanced social coexistence, with particular 

effects on human-dog relationships. 

Another contribution of this thesis is to examine human-dog relationships through the 

lens of gender. The analysis of gender is intersected with urbanisation, social class, and 

age. This thesis contributes to the current discussion of femininities and masculinities in 

contemporary China. It investigates how post-socialist urban femininities relate to 

consumerism, combined with a traditional caring role, as argued by Liu (2014). It 

indicates the complexities of femininities and shows how women negotiate their roles as 

being cared for (dominated) and caring (dominating) in relationships with pet dogs. It 

also suggests how gender identities get blurred, as the caring element is redone/undone 

in contemporary urban masculinities among the younger generation, pointing towards 

the emergence of new forms of masculinity associated with urban, educated social 

groups. 

Moreover, this thesis enriches gender studies in general by emphasizing the correlation 

betwen doing gender and social power. Different kinds of masculinities and femininities 

have their own specific power dynamics and are expressed in different ways. As 

reviewed in Chapter Two, ‘violence’ and ‘care’ are terms often associated with 

masculinities and femininities and at the same time indicate power relations. Similarly, 

this thesis points out that ‘cuteness’ is a prominent feminine trait common in urban 

China that is permeated with power connotations. ‘Cuteness’ applies to pet dogs and 

young women, who ‘do cuteness’ by expressing vulnerability, passivity, and a trusting 

attitude towards those who dominate them. Perceiving cuteness in dogs and responding 
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with care is part of doing gender for young women in urban Yulin. This process is also a 

process of building up a stable power relationship between human and dogs that takes 

the form of ‘dominance, affection and care’. 

Thus, this research also contributes a new analytical framework for power: dominance, 

affection, and care. Firstly, this model recognises that ‘care’ is a type of social power. 

As Gilligan suggests, care is often undervalued in traditional studies of social life and 

ethics (1982). Her work stimulated research on the ethics of care in the fields of 

psychology and ethics and, by recognising care as a social power, it extended studies on 

the ethics of care to sociological studies of power relations. Some early care ethicists, 

such as Noddings, regard mother-child relation as the paradigmatic caring relationships 

(1984, cited in Tronto, 2018: 110). This view is criticised as limiting the study of the 

ethics of care to human families (Tronto, 2018). This thesis contributes to the ethics of 

care by going beyond human families and looking at care in inter-species social 

relations and examining the role that emotions play in the development of a caring 

relationship. Further, it suggests that the ethics of care based on individuals’ intimate 

relationships, can be generalised to apply to the suffering of animals who are remote, 

especially for women, providing practical evidence that promoting the ethics of care is 

an important moral imperative when considering animals (Donavan, 2006). 

Secondly, the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model attends to the gendering of power 

relations between dogs and humans. With a notion of ‘care’, this analytical framework 

allows the feminist ethics of care to be more prominent, not only in analyses of pet 

relationships, but also in other forms of social relationships. As care researchers have 

suggested, the significance of care in social life has been underplayed because it is often 

associated with women (Rummery and Fine, 2012). The ‘dominance-affection-care’ 

model provides a feminist critique of Tuan’s ‘dominance and affection’ model (1984), 

which casts light on potential harm that can be disguised in intimate relationships by 

affection, but occludes and overlooks the powerful role of care, which is traditionally 

associated with women in a social relationship. By including an examination of 

emotions (affection), care attitude, and care work, this model invites researchers to look 

at the gendering of power in social relationships. 
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Thirdly, by extending Tuan’s framework of ‘dominance and affection’ to ‘dominance, 

affection and care’, this model applies to a wide range of social relations, not limited to 

the pet relationship as Tuan has discussed. This model contributes to the study of social 

power inequalities by providing a useful tool to analyse a wide range of social relations. 

In this research, dogs as a species which has been closely knitted to human lives over a 

long historical period perform varied roles: as workers, food, and companions. The 

‘dominance-affection-care’ model applies to all of them. ‘Dominance’ as a form of 

power relation gives attention to the harm, oppression and other forms of negative 

consequence caused by power inequalities, mainly shown in dog-meat consumption and 

working relationships where dogs are exploited as labour. ‘Dominance and affection’ 

pays attention to the emotional aspects of relationships and how affection can transform 

the dynamics of power relations; this highlights the difference between men’s 

relationship with ordinary guard tugou and their cherished hunting tugou. Further, 

‘affection’ can lead to ‘care’ in some circumstances while ‘dominance, affection and 

care’ applies to some people who keep dogs as pets and distinguishes them from others 

who also keep dogs as pets but take advantage of them instead of caring for them. 

In other words, the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model not only applies to a broad range 

of social relations but also teases out the underlying subtle differences in power 

dynamics. By framing human-dog relationships with the ‘dominance-affection-care’ 

model, this research shows how the substance of power can change in nuanced ways to 

favour the dominated in an affectionate and caring relationship. Bridged by ‘affection’, 

this three-element model is able to analyse both negative and positive power relations. 

This model contributes to the study of social power inequalities by investigating power 

operating within the relationship in an implicit way.  

To conclude, this research introduces the ‘dominance-affection-care’ model as an axis 

for the analysis of power relationships between humans and dogs, around which 

different constructions of gender, for both humans and dogs, are located. Further, by 

analysing how this gender-power system is formed in relation to the specific historical 

and social background of cultural globalisation in China, this research contributes to our 

knowledge of the global-local tensions in the cultural globalisation processes. 
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Looking back at my research orientations and the thesis as a whole, I find that I have 

told a story of dogs and humans for myself and a wider audience, who may be curious 

about the Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival. I hope that my research can work as a 

bridge of explanation and translation between the system of social constructions of 

human-dog relationships in China and those of other cultures. Understanding does not 

mean agreement, but it is only through understanding that people can know what they 

disagree with and why they disagree, and suggest better solutions to discrepancies and 

mutual harms. This thesis has analysed how human-dog relationships relate to gender 

identities, the social modernisation processes in Yulin, and to cultural globalisation. I 

hope this thesis works as thought-provoking ‘bait’, encouraging anyone with a particular 

understanding of or relationship with dogs to rethink the possibilities of relationships in 

different contexts and the possibilities of relationships with other life-forms beyond the 

common ‘pet species’. I also hope it will encourage Chinese people to think about how 

they relate to canis familiaris at the current stage of the modernisation process in China, 

with an awareness, understanding, and even some experience of loving dogs as 

companions. Practices can be constructed as cultures; they can be imposed with social 

significance for people’s identities, which people defend when attacked. However, 

people are not always passive in various forms of social structures and social 

construction processes. They are also agents who can reflect upon ethical choices in 

different social contexts. Dwelling in this world, which is getting more and more 

complicated, we have the both the right and the obligation to become equally 

sophisticated and reflexive.  
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Pręgowski, M. P. and Włodarczyk, J. (eds.) 2016. Free market dogs: the human-canine 

bond in post-communist Poland. West Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press. 



340 
 

Priestley, S., Lipps, G. and Anderson, P. 2017. The impact of masculinity ideologies and 

conjugal involvement on sexual risk-taking among young Jamaican males. International 

journal of men’s health, 16(1): 49-65. 

Pulcini, E. 2017. What emotions motivate care? Emotion review, 9(1): 64-71. 

Qiu, Z. 2013. Cuteness as a subtle strategy: urban female youth and the online feizhuliu 

culture in contemporary China. Cultural studies, 27(2): 225-241. 

Ramirez, M. 2006. “My dog’s just like me”: dog ownership as a gender display. 

Symbolic interaction, 29(3): 373-391. 

Redmalm, D. 2015. Pet grief: when is non-human life grievable? The sociological 

review, 63(1): 19-35. 

Reid, J., Nolan, A. M. and Scott, E. M. 2018. Measuring pain in dogs and cats using 

structured behavioural observation. The veterinary journal, 236: 72-79. 

Reyes, J. M. 2012. The new “faces” (“mianzi”, 面子) of Chinese people in Spain: 

reciprocity and market. Revista de antropología social, 21: 217-250. 

Riben, M. 1998. Squirrel monkey playfighting: making the case for a cognitive training 

function for play. In: Bekoff, M. and Byers, J. A. (eds.) Animal play: evolutionary, 

comparative and ecological perspectives. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 161-

182. 

Ritvo, H. 1986. Pride and pedigree: the evolution of the Victorian dog fancy. Victorian 

studies, 29(2): 227-253. 

Ritzer, G. and Stillman, T. 2003. Assessing McDonaldization, Americanization and 

globalization. In: Beck, U., Sznaider, N. and Winter, R. (eds.) Global America? The 

cultural consequences of globalization. Liverpool: Liverpool University Press: 30-48. 



341 
 

Robertson, R. 1995. Glocalization: time-space and homogeneity-heterogeneity. In: 

Featherstone, M., Lash, S. and Robertson, R. (eds.) Global modernities. London: Sage: 

25-44. 

Robson, A. 2017. Dogs and domesticity reading the dog in Victorian British visual 

culture. PhD thesis. University of Plymouth, Plymouth. 

RSPCA, n.d. How to look after and care for a dog. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.rspca.org.uk/adviceandwelfare/pets/dogs> [Accessed 15 January 2020]. 

Ruiz-Izaguirre, E., Eilers, K. (C. H.A.M.), Bokkers, E. A. M., Ortolani, A., Ortega-

Pacheco, A. and de Boer, I. J. M. 2014. Human-dog interactions and behavioural 

responses of village dogs in coastal villages in Michoacán, Mexico. Applied animal 

behaviour science, 152: 57-65.  

Ruiz-Izaguirre, E., Hebinck, P. and Eilers, K. (C.H.A.M.). 2018. Village dogs in coastal 

Mexico: the street as a place to belong. Society & animals, (2018): 1-21. 

Rummery, K. and Fine, M. 2012. Care: a critical review of theory, policy and practice. 

Social policy & administration, 46(3): 321-343. 

Ryan, L. 2008. Becoming nurses: Irish women, migration and identity through the life 

course. In: Ryan, L. and Webster, W. (eds.) Gendering migration: masculinity, 

femininity and ethnicity in post-war Britain. London; New York: Routledge: 121-135. 

Sanders, C. R. and Arluke, A. 1993. If lions could speak: investigating the animal-

human relationship and the perspectives of nonhuman others. The sociological 

quarterly, 34(3): 377-390.  

Sandra, A. 2001. In/out/side: positioning the researcher in feminist qualitative research. 

Resources for feminist research, 28(3/4): 153-172. 



342 
 

Sanliaozengzhenjun, 2017. What is the relationship between zodiac signs and Yin-Yang 

Five Elements. [online] Available at: <https://zhuanlan.zhihu.com/p/31426706> 

[Accessed 7 April 2020]. 

Scarsi, A. 2018. Yulin dog meat eating festival: millions of campaigners gather to stop 

the dog slaughter. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/965864/yulin-dog-meat-eating-festival-2018-

china-petitions-campaigners-slaughter> [Accessed 29 December 2018]. 

Serpell, J. 1986. In the company of animals: a study of human-animal relationships. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Shanshan, G. and Josef, P. 2020. The influence of cultural capital and mianzi (face) on 

mature students’ orientation towards higher education in China. Compare: a journal of 

comparative & international education, 50(1): 1-17. 

Shapiro, K. J. 1990. Understanding dogs through kinesthetic empathy, social 

construction, and history. Anthrozoös, 3(3): 184-195. 

Shen, L., Xie, C., Zhao, M. and Cao, A. 2017. About the present situation of cross-

border trade of pet food and its development. Economic research guide, 321(7): 171-

172. 

Shi, B. and Wu, C. 2016. Anthropometry in ancient China-based on the physiognomy 

book of divine fortuneteller Ma Yi. 2nd annual international conference on social 

science and contemporary humanity development. Wuhan, 15-17 July. Atlantis Press: 

70-75. 

Simon, S. 2015. Real people, real dogs, and pigs for the ancestors: the moral universe of 

‘domestication’ in indigenous Taiwan. American anthropologist, 117(4): 693-709. 

https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/965864/yulin-dog-meat-eating-festival-2018-china-petitions-campaigners-slaughter
https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/965864/yulin-dog-meat-eating-festival-2018-china-petitions-campaigners-slaughter


343 
 

Sina, 2015. Guangxi Yulin: photographer visited live dog market. [online] Available at: 

<http://slide.gx.sina.com.cn/slide_62_45039_322968.html#p=1> [Accessed 12 

December 2019]. 

Singer, P. 1976. Animal liberation: a new ethics for our treatment of animals. London: 

Cape. 

Skabelund, A. 2008. Breeding racism: the imperial battlefields of the “German” 

Shepherd Dog. Society & animals, 16: 354-371. 

Skabelund, A. 2011. Empire of dogs: canines, Japan, and the making of the modern 

imperial world. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

Skågeby, J. 2011. Online ethnographic methods: towards a qualitative understanding of 

virtual community practices. In: Daniel B. K. (ed.) Handbook of research on methods 

and techniques for studying virtual communities: paradigms and phenomena. Hershey: 

IGI Global: 410-428. 

Smith, J. A. 2003. Beyond dominance and affection: living with rabbits in post-

humanist households. Society & animals, 11(2): 181-197. 

Solvoll, BA. And Lindseth, A. 2016. The issue of being touched. Medicine, health care 

and philosophy, 19(2): 299-306. 

Song, G. 2004. Fragile scholar: power and masculinity in Chinese culture. Hong Kong: 

Hong Kong University Press. 

Song, G. 2010. Chinese masculinities revisited: male images in contemporary television 

drama serials. Modern China, 36(4): 404-434. 

Song, G. and Hird, D. 2014. Men and masculinities in contemporary China. Leiden: 

Brill. 

http://slide.gx.sina.com.cn/slide_62_45039_322968.html#p=1


344 
 

Sørenson, J. 2019. Eating dogs. In: Sørenson, J. and Matsuoka, A. (eds.) Dog's best 

friend?: Rethinking canid-human relations. Montreal & Kingston, London, Chicago: 

McGill-Queen's University Press: 251-276. 

Spicker, P. 2007. Research without consent. Social research update, winter (51): 1-4. 

Stafford, K. 2006. The welfare of dogs. Dordrecht: Springer. 

Standing Committee of Shenzhen Municipal People’s Congress, 2020. Regulations of 

Shenzhen special economic zone on the prohibition of wild animals (full text). [online] 

Available at: <http://www.sznews.com/news/content/2020-

04/01/content_23021431.htm> [Accessed 3 April 2020]. 

State Bureau of Surveying and Mapping, 2008. Map of the People’s Republic of China. 

[online] Available at: <http://www.chinatouristmaps.com/china-maps.html> [Accessed 

10 April 2020]. 

Statista, 2020. Number of dogs in the European Union in 2018, by country. [online] 

Available at: <https://www.statista.com/statistics/414956/dog-population-european-

union-eu-by-country/> [Accessed 1st April 2020]. 

Stevenson, K., Jarred, S., Hinchcliffe, V. and Roberts, K. 2015. Can a dog be used as a 

motivator to develop social interaction and engagement with teachers for students with 

autism? Support for learning, 30(4): 341-363. 

Strauss, C. 2004. Is empathy gendered and, if so, why? An approach from feminist 

psychological anthropology. Ethos, 32(4): 432-457. 

Sturken, M. and Cartwright, L. 2018. Practices of looking: an introduction to visual 

culture. Third edition. New York: Oxford University Press. 



345 
 

Sun, X. 2014. Chinese women’s makeover shows: idealised feminineity, self-

presentation and body maintenance. PhD Thesis. Edinburgh: The University of 

Edinburgh. 

Sun, Z. 2002. Meat dog keeping in Hunan Province. Hunan agriculture, 6: 33. 

Sundararajan, L. 2015. Understanding emotion in Chinese culture: thinking through 

psychology. Cham, New York: Springer. 

Tang, B. 2017. China’s housing middle class: changing urban life in gated 

communities. London: Routledge. 

Tannen, D. 2004. Talking the dog: framing pets as interactional resources in family 

discourse. Research on language and social interaction, 37(4): 399-420. 

Taylor, N. and Fraser, H. 2019. Companion animals and domestic violence: rescuing 

me, rescuing you. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Tencent, 2014. Saving dogs by selling one’s own houses could be a type of 

psychological illness. [online] Available at: 

<https://view.news.qq.com/original/intouchtoday/n2835.html> [Accessed 13 December 

2018]. 

The Bark Editors, 2020. Chinese Gov proposes to reclassify dogs and ban dog meat 

trade. [online] Available at: <https://thebark.com/content/chinese-gov-proposes-

reclassify-dogs-and-ban-dog-meat-trade> [Accessed 18 May 2020]. 

The Humane Society of the United States, 2018a. Household penetration rates for dog-

ownership in the United States from 1988 to 2016. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.statista.com/statistics/198088/us-household-penetration-rates-for-dog-

owning-since-2007/> [Accessed 28 August 2019]. 

https://encore.lib.warwick.ac.uk/iii/encore/search/C__SSundararajan%2C%20Louise%2C__Orightresult?lang=eng&suite=cobalt
https://view.news.qq.com/original/intouchtoday/n2835.html


346 
 

The Humane Society of the United States, 2018b. Chaining and Tethering Dogs: 

Frequently Asked Questions. [online] Available at: < 

http://www.humanesociety.org/issues/chaining_tethering/facts/chaining_tethering_facts.

html> [Accessed 27 July 2018]. 

The World Bank, 2019. GDP (current US$) – China. [online] Available at: < 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=2017&locations=CN&pa

ge=5&start=1960&view=chart> [Accessed 27 July 2018]. 

Thomas, K. 1983. Man and the natural world: changing attitudes in England 1500-

1800. London: Allen Lane. 

Thornham, S. and Feng, P. 2010. “Just a slogan”, individualism, post-feminism and 

female subjectivity in consumerist China. Feminist media studies, 10(2): 195-211. 

Tian, J. and Zhang, B. 2012. An exploration of Yin-Yang logic in ‘Taiji producing 

Bagua’. World journal of integrated traditional and Western medicine, 7(4): 279-282. 

Tipper, B. 2011. ‘A dog who I know quite well’: everyday relationships between 

children and animals. Children’s geographies, 9(2): 145-165. 

Tomlinson, J. 1991. Cultural imperialism. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Tosa, M. 2009. Dogs are good to eat, and/or to pet: the controversial dog-eating custom 

in globalized South Korea. Asia Japan journal, 5: 43-58. 

Tovey, H. 2003. Theorising nature and society in sociology: the invisibility of animals. 

Sociologia ruralis, 43(3): 196-215. 

Tronto, J. C. 2018. Women and caring: What can feminists learn about morality from 

caring? In: Held, V. (ed) Justice and care: essential readings in feminist ethics. New 

York: Routledge: 101-116. 

http://www.humanesociety.org/issues/chaining_tethering/facts/chaining_tethering_facts.html
http://www.humanesociety.org/issues/chaining_tethering/facts/chaining_tethering_facts.html


347 
 

Tuan, Y. 1984. Dominance and affection: the making of pets. New Haven: Yale 

University Press. 

Unchainyourdog, 2018. Anti-chaining laws. [online] Available at: < 

https://unchainyourdog.org/Laws.htm> [Accessed 27 July 2018]. 

Ungerson, C. 2006. Gender, care, and the welfare state. In: Davis, K., Evans, M. and 

Lorber, J. (eds.) Handbook of gender and women’s studies. London: Sage Publications 

Ltd.: 272-286. 

Velden, F. V. 2017. Narrating the first dogs: canine agency in the first contacts with 

indigenous peoples in the Brazilian Amazon. Anthrozoös, 30(4): 533-548. 

Wallen, M. 2019. Well-bred is well-behaved: the creation and meaning of dog breeds. 

In: Sørenson, J. and Matsuoka, A. (eds.) Dog's best friend?: Rethinking canid-human 

relations. Montreal & Kingston, London, Chicago: McGill-Queen's University Press: 

59-83. 

Walton, J. K. 1979. Mad dogs and Englishmen: the conflict over rabies in late Victorian 

England. Journal of social history, 13(2): 219-239. 

Wang, F. (ed.) 2007. Core city: overview of Yulin City, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region, China. [online] Available at: <http://www.chinanews.com/other/news/2007/01-

10/852102.shtml> [Accessed 26 January 2019]. 

Wang, N. 2015. China in the process of globalization: a primarily cultural perspective. 

In: Robertson, R. and Buhari-Gulmez, D. (eds.) Global culture: consciousness and 

connectivity. Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd: 161-177. 

Wang, R., 2017. Estimation of the number of new generation of migrant workers. 

Statistics & decision, 20: 93-96. 

https://unchainyourdog.org/Laws.htm


348 
 

Wang, T. 2015. Debate between dog lovers and Yulin citizens on the street. [online] 

Available at: <http://photos.caixin.com/2015-06-22/100821361.html> [Accessed 16 

December 2019]. 

Wang, Y. 1999. Liberation of thoughts and seek truth from facts: reflections on the 

‘breaking up superstition, liberation of thoughts’ movement in the 1950s. Theoretical 

study and exploration, 2: 19-21. 

Wang, Y. 2018. Dogs and cats have a ‘pet economy’ of their own. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201810/06/WS5bb86859a310eff303280d78.html> 

[Accessed 9 April 2020]. 

Watson, J., 1982. Chinese kinship reconsidered: anthropological perspectives on 

historical research. The China quarterly, 92: 589-622. 

Weibo, 2020a. Shiba Inu. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.weibo.com/p/100808fbbad305fd0f232e8af5aac7b8350880/super_index> 

[Accessed 28 January 2020]. 

Weibo, 2020b. Husky. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.weibo.com/p/10080898347e56cba69497dec5d9bab5a9fc11/super_index> 

[Accessed 28 January 2020]. 

Weibo, 2020c. Tugou. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.weibo.com/p/10080826e8a86d9f52c022feacd50e842e1251/super_index> 

[Accessed 28 January 2020]. 

Weil, K. 2010. A report on the animal turn. Differences: a journal of feminist and 

cultural studies, 21(2): 1-23. 

West, C. and Zimmerman, D. H. 1987. Doing gender. Gender and society, 1(2): 125-

151. 

http://photos.caixin.com/2015-06-22/100821361.html
https://www.weibo.com/p/100808fbbad305fd0f232e8af5aac7b8350880/super_index
https://www.weibo.com/p/10080898347e56cba69497dec5d9bab5a9fc11/super_index
https://www.weibo.com/p/10080826e8a86d9f52c022feacd50e842e1251/super_index


349 
 

West, C. and Zimmerman, D. H. 2009. Accounting for doing gender. Gender and 

society, 23(1): 112-122. 

Westgarth, C., Christley, R. M., Marvin, G. and Perkins, E. 2017. I walk my dog 

because it makes me happy: a qualitative study to understand why dogs motivate 

walking and improved health. International journal of environmental research and 

public health, 14(8): 936. 

Williams, B. 2008. Chinese masculinities and material culture. Historical archaeology, 

42(3): 53-67. 

Wittemyer, G. 2020. The new coronavirus emerged from the global wildlife trade – and 

may be devastating enough to end it. [online] Available at: 

<http://theconversation.com/the-new-coronavirus-emerged-from-the-global-wildlife-

trade-and-may-be-devastating-enough-to-end-it-133333> [Accessed 3 April 2020]. 

Włodarczyk, J. 2016a. Post-communist canine: a feminist approach to women and dogs 

in canine performance sports in Poland. Society & animals, 24: 129-152. 

Włodarczyk, J. 2016b. Canine disc: America’s best export product to Poland. In: 

Pręgowski, M. P. (ed.) Companion animals in everyday life: situating human-animal 

engagement within cultures. New York: Palgrave Macmillan: 283-298. 

Włodarczyk, J. 2018. Genealogy of obedience: reading North American dog training 

literature, 1850s-2000s. Boston: Brill. 

Włodarczyk, J. 2019. Postmodern breed: the crisis of breed as a master narrative of the 

dog world. In: Barcz, A. and Łagodzka, D. (eds.) Animals and their people: connecting 

East and West in cultural animal studies. Leiden, Boston: Brill: 173-190. 

Wolf, D. L. 1996. Situating feminist dilemmas in fieldwork. In: Wolf, D. L. (ed.) 

Feminist dilemmas in fieldwork. Boulder, CO; Oxford: Westview Press: 1-55. 



350 
 

Wolfe, C. 2009. What is posthumanism? Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press. 

Wong, E. 2011. Taoism: an essential guide. Boulder: Shambhala Publications. 

Wong, T.-C. 2015. Developmental idealism: building cities without slums in China. In: 

Wong, T.-C., Han, S. S. and Zhang, H. (eds.) Population mobility, urban planning and 

management in China. Cham: Springer International Publishing: 17-34. 

Wood, L. J., Giles-Corti, B., Bulsara, M. K. and Bosch, D. A. 2007. More than a furry 

companion: the ripple effect of companion animals on neighbourhood interactions and 

sense of community. Society & animals, 15: 43-56. 

Woodhall, A. and Trindade, G. G. (eds.) 2017. Ethical and political approaches to 

nonhuman animal issues. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Woolf, N. B. 2019. The Shiba Inu looks small, thinks big: spunk in a 20-pound package. 

[online] Available at: <http://www.canismajor.com/dog/shiba.html> [Accessed 27 

February 2020]. 

Worboys, M., Strange, J-M. and Pemberton, N. 2018. The invention of the modern dog: 

breed and blood in Victorian Britain. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.  

World of Dog and Love, 2020. ‘Dogs are our good friends, but not Tugou’. [online] 

Available at: <http://dy.163.com/v2/article/detail/F3MHAM8Q0525ATJK.html> 

[Accessed 28 January 2020]. 

Worldometers, 2019. U.K. population (live). [online] Available at: < 

https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/uk-population/> [Accessed 28 August 

2019]. 

Wu, J. 2019. Individual endowment, motherhood and intergenerational support: 

influencing factors of young married women’s employment. Journal of social 

development, 4: 206-242. 

http://www.canismajor.com/dog/shiba.html
http://dy.163.com/v2/article/detail/F3MHAM8Q0525ATJK.html
https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/uk-population/


351 
 

Wu, M. S., Li, B., Zhu, L. and Zhou, C. 2019. Culture change and affectionate 

communication in China and the United States: evidence from google digitized books 

1960–2008. Frontiers in psychology, 10. [online] Available at: < 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01110> [Accessed 5 December 2019]. 

Wu, Q. 2012. Philosophical meanings of Yin Yang theory. Journal of Southwest 

University for Nationalities, 33(1): 55-59. 

Wu, S. 2017. Guangxi Yulin Dog Meat Festival coming here. Media: debates online 

have been hot for a month. [online] Available at: 

<https://www.thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_1712304> [Accessed 12 December 

2019]. 

Wu, W. and Gaubatz, P. 2013. The Chinese city. Abingdon, Oxon, New York: 

Routledge. 

Wxyszl, 2015. Records of dog meat festival. [online] Available at: 

<http://hongdou.gxnews.com.cn/viewthread-12452711.html> [Accessed 17 December 

2019]. 

Xia, X., 2017. “Dog meat is delicious but notorious”: conflict of values of folklore 

heritage --- discussion with Yulin Lychee and Dog Meat Festival as the centre. Cultural 

heritage, 5: 95-102. 

Xia, Z., Zhong, F., Zhao, F., Liao, Z. and Huang, S. 2014. Practical technology for 

efficient keeping of meat dogs. Changsha: Hunan Science and Technology Press. 

Xiao, H. 2007. Theorising Chinese masculinity: society and gender in China (review). 

China review international, 14(1): 175-178. 

Xiaoan, 2017. Experiencing Yulin Dog Meat Festival, the meat is still there, the dog 

gone. [online] Available at: < https://finance.ifeng.com/a/20170623/15479545_0.shtml> 

[Accessed 15 December 2018]. 



352 
 

Xiaonan (eds.) 2016. How to cook dog meat to boost male sexual functions? Secret 

recipes to reinvigorate men. [online] Available at: < 

https://www.nanrenwo.net/living/food/108746.html> [Accessed 15 January 2019]. 

Xinhua News Agency, 2009. The presentation of the grand aim of Four Modernisations. 

[online] Available at: <http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2009-09/16/content_1418909.htm> 

[Accessed 21 March 2020]. 

Xu, H. and Nakajima, K. 2014. Highways and industrial development in the peripheral 

regions of China. Papers in regional science, 96(2): 325-356. 

Xu, X. 2018. Dog culture in China from the perspective of ancient painting on dogs. 

Collectors, 2: 37-42. 

Yang, J. 2010. Understanding China’s middle class and its socio-political attitude. East 

Asia policy, 2(4): 50-57. 

Yang, P. 1995. Yulin region foreign trade has outstanding achievements. Technical and 

economic information, 10: 20. 

Yang, W. and Yan, F. 2017. The annihilation of femininity in Mao’s China: gender 

inequality of sent-down youth during the Cultural Revolution. China information, 21(1): 

63-83. 

Yano, C. R. 2009. Wink on pink: interpreting Japanese cute as it grabs the global 

headlines. The journal of Asian studies, 68(3): 681-688. 

Yaxian, 2019. Why do we despise Tugou? [online] Available at: 

<https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20190425A0JYD7> [Accessed 28 January 2020]. 

Yi, L. 2019. Individuality, subjectivation, and their civic significance in contemporary 

China: the cultivation of an ethical self in a cultural community. China information, 

33(3): 329-349. 

https://www.nanrenwo.net/living/food/108746.html
http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2009-09/16/content_1418909.htm
https://new.qq.com/rain/a/20190425A0JYD7


353 
 

Yin, H. 2004. The culture and politics of the Red Guards’s destroyment of Four Olds. 

In: Gang, S. (ed.) Institution and culture in modern China. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 

Press for Social Sciences Ltd: 51-97. 

Yingxun, n.d. Fengsu Tongyi. [online] Available at: <https://ctext.org/fengsutongyi/si-

dian/ens> [Accessed 28 January 2020]. 

Young, R. J. 1999. The behavioural requirements of farm animals for psychological 

well-being and survival. In: Dolins, F. L. (ed.) Attitudes to animals: views in animal 

welfare. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 77-100. 

Yuanliu News, 2019. Yulin Dog Meat Festival in 2019: dog meat eaters continue 

without interference of Dog Lovers. [online] Available at: 

<https://wap.peopleapp.com/article/rmh5072563/rmh5072563?from=groupmessage&a

mp%3Bisappinstalled=0> [Accessed 15 December 2019]. 

Yueh, H. S. 2013. Body performance in gendered language: deconstructing the 

mandarin term sajiao in the cultural context of Taiwan. Journal of theories and research 

in education, 8(1): 159-182. 

Yulin Bureau of Culture, 2008. Yuzhou District, Yulin intangible 353onvenie heritage 

general survey. Nanning: Guangxi Nationalities Publishing House. 

Yulin Records Editing Committee, 1993. Yulin records. Nanning: Guangxi People’s 

Press. 

Yulin Statistics Bureau, 2018. 2017 statistical bulletin of national economic and social 

development of Yulin city. [online] Available at: 

http://www.yulin.gov.cn/menhuwangzhan/zwgk/sjfb/tjgb/559572 [Accessed 6 

December 2019]. 

http://www.yulin.gov.cn/menhuwangzhan/zwgk/sjfb/tjgb/559572


354 
 

Yulin Statistics Information Station, 2017. Main economic index in Yulin from January 

to December 2017. [online] Available at: < http://www.ylstats.gov.cn/news/zuixin-

1286.html> [Accessed 1 September 2018]. 

Zhang, G. 2012. Yulin folk beliefs. Nanning: Guangxi People’s Press. 

Zhang, S. (ed.) 2017. Seven Kung Fu houses united to give a Kung Fu show to express 

the charms of intangible cultural heritage in Yulin, Guangxi Province. [online] 

Available at: <https://www.guancha.cn/society/2017_03_31_401536.shtml> [Accessed 

28 January 2019]. 

Zhao, C. and Fan, X. 2003. Winter cuisine: dog meat medical food. Shandong Food 

Technology, 11: 18.  

Zheng, J. 2016. New feminism in China: young middle-class Chinese women in 

Shanghai. Singapore: Springer.  

Zou, J. 2016. Yulin foreign trade: invisible data reveal potential. [online] Available at: 

<http://m.gxylnews.com/html/news/2016/03/121974.html> [Accessed 10 April 2020]. 

Zou, Y. 2014. Animal welfare activists driven away by jeer, Yulin citizens hang a 

banner: respect the law. [online] Available at: 

<http://env.people.com.cn/n/2014/0622/c1010-25183148-3.html> [Accessed 16 

December 2019].  

https://www.guancha.cn/society/2017_03_31_401536.shtml


355 
 

Appendix A: Index of Names of Informants and Dog Participants 

A 

Apple · 81, 201, 214, 215, 216, 219 

B 

Bai · 233 
Ban · 272 
Baodu · 142 
Baoli · 198, 199, 218, 232, 234 
Benben · 10, 11 
Bob · 201, 223 
Bowu · 213, 237 

C 

Caimin · 81, 213, 214, 215, 216, 219 
Chang · 146 
Cheng · 66, 252, 256 
Chengyi · 66, 256 
Chuzu · 153, 154, 155 
Congcong · 259 
Cowee · 220, 269 

D 

Dahua · 67, 68, 140, 143, 175 
Dangding · 203, 204 
Dao · 135, 257 
Daoyuan · 247 
Deng · 206, 207, 208, 209, 210, 211, 212, 233, 235, 

236, 248 
Dian · 108 
Diandian · 11, 12 
Dianxin · 69, 203, 213, 214, 216 
Dido · 212 
Ding · 200, 238, 260 
Dinglin · 126, 173, 174 
Douchen · 190, 192 
Duckie · 200 
Dudu · 149, 153, 154, 155 

E 

Eleven · 65, 211, 221, 222 

F 

Fangtu · 73, 135, 139, 161, 164, 165, 166, 178 
Fifty · 200 
Flee · 104 

G 

Gan · 66, 67, 139, 171, 209, 211, 212, 222, 278 
Geng · 204, 205, 206, 207 
Gexing · 136, 140, 141, 142, 253 
Guaijiao · 153 
Gugu · 198, 199, 218, 232, 234 

H 

Haibin · 73, 185, 186, 190, 192, 193 
Hairi · 211, 217, 218, 221, 222 
Hanyan · 227, 228 
Heite · 200, 260 
Hong · 65, 201, 202, 211, 217, 218, 220, 221, 222, 

265, 266, 268, 276, 339, 343, 353 
Hua · 248, 249 
Huanghai · 220 
Huangzi · 81, 110, 112, 125, 203, 224, 238, 239, 261, 

295 
Hui · 212 

J 

Jessica · 112, 201 
Jie · 149, 153, 154, 155, 156 
Jing · 106, 125, 246, 253 
Jinni · 264 
John · 104 
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Juan · 247 

K 

Ka · 223 
Ke · 223, 229, 230, 238 
Kuaikuai · 206, 220 
Kun · 200, 203, 207, 209, 212, 219, 261, 262 

L 

Lala · 203, 209, 212, 219, 220 
Lan · 252, 254 
Le · 181 
Leafie · 111, 201 
Lebao · 177, 178, 182 
Li · 110 
Liang · 200, 222, 224, 238 
Liehou · 178, 237 
Ling · 163 
Linhai · 112 
Little Eight · 223, 229, 230 
Lu · 73, 126, 127, 128, 131, 132, 137, 138, 145, 146, 

163, 173, 174, 185, 187, 188, 190, 248, 249, 256 

M 

Ma · 98, 135, 254, 342 
Mamei · 246 
Meatee · 206, 207, 208, 209, 210, 211, 212, 235, 236, 

248 
Meilan · 232, 234 
Meng · 220, 222, 269, 276 
Mulai · 209, 235, 259, 276 

P 

Pang · 73, 113, 183, 184, 185, 188, 192 
Pepsi · 266, 267, 268 

Q 

Qian · 203, 213, 214, 216, 227 
Qing · 73, 164, 165, 166, 170, 177, 178, 179, 180, 

181, 237, 246, 250 
Qiu · 149 
Quan · 139 

R 

Ren · 148 
Rong · 140, 156 
Rui · 148, 176, 182, 222, 254, 259, 267, 268 

S 

Shao · 136, 139, 146, 237 
Sheying · 204, 206, 232 
Shu · 111, 201, 202 
Snow · 218 
Songhuai · 255 
Su · 218 

T 

Tiger · 220 
Tofu · 209, 235, 259, 276 

W 

Wang · 151, 203, 247, 248 
Wangli · 206, 220, 222 
Wei · 147, 168, 169 
Wen · 148, 174 
Wenzi · 272 
Wuting · 239 

X 

Xiang · 203, 204, 206, 247 
Xiao Gong · 65, 121, 122, 123, 124, 143, 171 
Xiao Lu · 126, 146 
Xiaoma · 60, 67, 68, 69, 71, 72, 80, 84, 89, 185, 203, 

212, 227, 228, 237 
Xiaomei · 200, 224, 238, 266, 267, 268 
Xifeng · 239, 243, 244, 247, 254, 275 
Xing · 233 
Xiu · 125, 140, 246, 253 
Xiyang · 177, 183 
Xumang · 153 

Y 

Yangjie · 172 
Yannei · 129, 135, 136, 223, 268 
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Ye · 247, 259, 260 
YJ · 104 
Yuanqi · 249, 262, 263, 265, 268 
Yun · 69, 70, 72, 118, 167, 203, 257 
Yunbo · 108 

Z 

Zhangshu · 73, 128, 129, 137, 142, 143, 144, 146, 
152, 153, 176 
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Appendix B: Demographic Information for Interview Participants 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Pseudonym Bowu Deng Ding Gigi Hong Huanghai 

Breed of the dog Bichon Frise Miniature Poodle Samoyed Golden 

Retriever 

miniature poodle and 

golden retriever 

German 

Shepard and 

Tugou 

Gender of the 

participant 

Male Female Male Female Female Male 

Age of the 

participant 

24 28 About 24 21 About 25 About 35 

Occupation of the 

participant 

Manager of 

English 

Teaching 

Centre 

Librarian and a 

small business 

owner 

Bubble tea shop 

keeper 

Undergraduate 

student 

Small business owner Businessman 

and investor 

Household 

types195 

Living alone With parents and 

partner 

(heterosexual) 

Living alone With partner 

(heterosexual) 

With parents and 

siblings 

With partner 

and children 

(heterosexual) 

Type of data 

collected 

interviews Interviews, 

observations at 

home and during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation 

during dog 

walking 

interviews Interviews Interviews 

Years of dog 

keeping 

1 1 1 4 4 4 

Pseudonyms of pet 

dogs 

Lizhi Meatee Heite Big Hair Eleven and Hairi Tiger 

 

195 By ‘Household Types’ I mean human household formation besides the dogs that my participants keep. 
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 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Pseudonym Huangzi Hui Jie John Ke Kun 

Breed of the dog Border Colie Tugou Tugou Tugou Golden Retriever Scottish Terrier 

Gender of the 

participant 

Male Female Female Male Male Female 

Age of the 

participant 

About 33 20 About 45 About 33 About 21 About 23 

Occupation of the 

participant 

Officer in a state-

owned company 

No occupation Manager in a state-

owned company 

English Teacher Policeman Officer in a 

state-owned 

company 

Household types With parents With partner 

(heterosexual) 

With partner and 

children 

(heterosexual) 

Living alone With parents With partner 

(heterosexual) 

Type of data 

collected 

Interviews, 

observation 

during dog 

walking 

Interviews, 

observations at 

home and during 

dog walking 

Interviews Interviews, 

observations at 

home and during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation 

during dog 

walking 

Interviews 

Years of dog 

keeping 

5 1 5 2 2 1 

Pseudonyms of pet 

dogs 

Jessica Dido Dudu Flee Little Eight Lala 
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 13 14 15 16 17 18 

Pseudonym Liang Ling Ma Meng Mulai Qian 

Breed of the dog Corgi and 

Pomeranian 

German Shepard Mixed breed 

(small) 

Mixed breed 

(small) 

Tugou Miniature 

Poodle 

Gender of the 

participant 

Male Female Female Female Female Female 

Age of the 

participant 

24 About 30 About 45 About 48 About 22 About 33 

Occupation of the 

participant 

Officer in a 

private company 

Officer in a real 

estate company 

Food stall runner Librarian Gym trainer Nurse 

Household types With parents With parents and 

siblings 

With partner and 

children 

(heterosexual) 

With partner and 

children 

(heterosexual) 

Living alone With partner 

(heterosexual) 

Type of data 

collected 

Interviews, 

observations at 

home and during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observations at 

home and during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observations at 

home and 

during dog 

walking 

Years of dog 

keeping 

1 7 2 7 2 3 

Pseudonyms of pet 

dogs 

Duckie and Fifty Prosperitie Moumou Cowee, Coins, and 

Smallie 

Tofu Dianxin 
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 19 20 21 22 23 24 

Pseudonym Rui Shu Su Wangli Xiaomei Xiang 

Breed of the dog Tugou Pomeranian Mixed breed 

(small) 

Miniature Poodle Labrador Mixed breed 

(small) 

Gender of the 

participant 

Female Male Female Female Female Female 

Age of the 

participant 

About 30 About 18 About 65 About 27 About 24 About 60 

Occupation of the 

participant 

Housewife Undergraduate 

student 

Retired worker Manager at a hotel Officer in a state-

owned company 

Retired 

Household types With partner 

(heterosexual) 

With parents With partner and 

children 

(heterosexual) 

Living alone Living alone With partner 

and children 

(heterosexual) 

Types of data 

collected 

Interviews, 

observation 

during dog 

walking 

Interviews Interviews, 

observations at 

home and during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation during 

dog walking 

Interviews, 

observation 

during dog 

walking 

Year of dog 

keeping 

5 1 8 4 1 15 

Pseudonyms of pet 

dogs 

Cutie and Windie Leafie Snow Kuaikuai Pepsi Dangding 
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 25 26 27 

Pseudonym Yannei Ye Yuanqi 

Breed of the dog Mixed breed (small) Mixed breed (small) German Shepherd 

Gender of the 

participant 

Female Male Female 

Age of the participant About 28 About 75 About 17 

Occupation of the 

participant 

Cashier in a convenience 

store 

Retired worker Student 

Household types Living alone With partner (heterosexual) With parents and siblings 

Type of data 

collected 

Interviews, observation 

during dog walking 

Interviews, Observation at 

home 

Interviews 

Years of dog keeping 3 7 4 

Pseudonyms of pet 

dogs 

Big D, Whitee, and Bingling Congcong Bear 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedule 

Part 1: About Your Dog 

Reasons 

About your dog: number, name, age, feeding time, breed, price. 

Why do you keep a dog as a pet? 

What made you decide to keep this dog? 

Relationship 

How long have you kept your dog?  

Are there any interesting stories about your dog that you remember and would like to 

share? 

How would you describe the relationship between you and your dog? What made you 

think so? 

How do you describe your feelings towards your dog? How do you express them? 

What feelings does your dog have for you? 

Some people prefer to stay with dogs rather than other humans, do you feel the same? 

Have you kept other animals and are there differences/similarities with keeping dogs? 

In what circumstances do you think you will give the dog away? 

How does your dog respond to you when you leave him at home? 

Some people keep dogs as a replacement for children. What do you think about that? 

What are the relationships like between your dog and other family members? 

History 

Do you have any experience of living with dogs before your current dog? 

Communication 

Does your dog have any behaviours that you do not understand? 

Would you talk to your dog? 

Do you think your dog has emotions and feelings? (Examples/how do you know) 
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Do you think your dog can think and plan about their life? 

Has your dog been trained? 

What would you do if your dog did something wrong? 

Do you play with your dog? How do you play? Is it fun? 

Media, Information, Knowledge 

Have you encountered things about dogs online, from TV, social media, books, stories, 

etc.? What are they? 

Socials 

Do you feel that you were more social after you kept dogs? Why? 

Lifestyle 

Do you think your life has changed since living with your dog? In what ways? (hint: 

economic burden, time arrangement, feelings, pressures) 

How do you feed them? How often do you bathe them? What products and services 

have you purchased for them? How much do you spend on dogs every month? 

What rules do you have for dogs at home? 

Some people think dogs can be unhygienic and can spread disease. What do you think 

and do？ (hint: vaccination) 

Negative 

Are there issues relating your dog that you are not happy with? What are they? How do 

you deal with them? 

Part 2 Your Ideas 

Have you heard of neutering dogs, tail docking, and euthanasia of dogs? What do you 

think about them? 

Do you think dogs can live happily without human company? 

Would you say you like dogs in general? 

Traditional Ideas 



365 
 

Have you heard of any traditional beliefs about dogs? 

Do you do any religious activities?  

Do you know dog physiognomy? 

Law 

Do you know any laws about dogs in China? Do you think there should be some laws 

about it? (hint: rabies, vaccination, travelling with dogs, keeping dogs on leads, etc.) 

Part 3: Diet Habit and the YLDMF 

Do you eat meat? How often do you eat them? Do you think it is important to eat meat? 

Is dog meat different from other meat? 

Do you eat dog meat? How did you start eating dog meat? Do you think it tastes good?  

Why do you think some people do not eat dog meat while some do? Would you speak 

about your opinion to others? 

Do you celebrate the YLDMF?  

Do you think eating dog meat is a culture that needs protection? 

What are the sources of the dog meat you eat?  

Do you know some people are against the YLDMF? Why do you think they are against 

it? What did you learn from the media? What did you do about it? 

Some people think dogs are ‘companion animals’ so you cannot eat them, do you agree? 

Can tugou be pets? Why? Are there differences between tugou and other dogs kept as 

pets? 

What feelings do you have regarding the YLDMF? Does it influence your relationship 

with dogs or dog-meat eating? 

Part 4 Basic Information 

Career, income, family/household composition, age, gender, education level, type of 

accommodation, relationship.  
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Appendix D: Consent Form196 

Project: A Study of Human-Dog Relationships in Yulin from a Gendered Perspective in 

the Urbanisation of China 

Researcher: Ying Liu 

Email：y.liu.10@warwick.ac.uk 

Tick if you agree 

□ I know about the main content of this research. I have been given opportunities 

to ask questions about it and have received answers. 

□ I know that have I volunteered to take part in this project and I am free to 

withdraw any time, without conditions or reasons. 

□ I know that my answers will be kept confidential and my personal information 

will be anonymized. The information I provide will only be used for essays 

related to this project. 

□ The researcher will record this interview and use it for this project. The 

researcher can use information from the observation. 

□ I agree to participate in this research. 

 

 

            

Name of Participant   Date    Signature 

  

 

196 This form is in Chinese for my participants. 

mailto:y.liu.10@warwick.ac.uk
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Appendix E: Cost of Keeping a Pet Dog 

The cost of keeping dogs as pets varies, reflecting the way people keep their dogs and 

the individual needs of dogs identified by their human companions. As most of my 

participants did not have a clear idea of how much they spent on their dogs, I made a 

rough calculation and found that cost as little as ¥2000 (about £232.6) per year to keep a 

small healthy dog. This is how I did the calculation. 

I compared the prices and brands of dog food on Taobao.com, the largest online 

shopping website in China. Picture A1 is a snapshot from Taobao (Tmall, 2020), 

showing a bag of dog food specifically for miniature poodles from Jialun, a brand from 

China. The product in Picture A1 shows a price of ¥21.8/500g, which is a middle price 

for dog food I found in Yulin (price for dog food ranges from 10 to ¥30/500g). So I use 

this for the calculation of the cost of keeping a small dog as a pet. 

 

Picture A1: Jialun Dog Food For miniature poodles 
(Tmall: 2020) 

As we can see from Picture A1, the price of this dog food is ¥109 for 2500g. Jialun also 

gives instructions for calculating the amount of food a small dog needs every day: 

A small dog weighing: 5–7.5kg, 

Daily feeding: 115g, 
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Price of dog food: ¥21.8/500g, 

Daily Cost of dog food: ¥5 

Annual Cost of dog food: ¥1825 

Annual Vaccination: about ¥150. (price range: ¥100-200) 

Other: ¥25 (e.g., shampoo, snacks, toys) 

Total: ¥2000. 

Thus, the cost of keeping a small dog as a pet can be as little as ¥2000/year. This is not 

the cheapest possible option, but it can work as a guideline to show what a conservative 

estimate might be of the financial cost of keeping a small dog. 

Reference 

Tmall, 2020. Pro Plan Small & Mini Adult Dog Food. Taobao. [online] Available at: 

<https://detail.tmall.com/item.htm?spm=a220m.1000858.1000725.190.17d05fd7WUnW

7c&id=520599318974&user_id=2453959853&cat_id=2&is_b=1&rn=1d4f02c2293e1f1

71a19f1e7e30afeda> [Accessed 05 March 2020]. 

https://detail.tmall.com/item.htm?spm=a220m.1000858.1000725.190.17d05fd7WUnW7c&id=520599318974&user_id=2453959853&cat_id=2&is_b=1&rn=1d4f02c2293e1f171a19f1e7e30afeda
https://detail.tmall.com/item.htm?spm=a220m.1000858.1000725.190.17d05fd7WUnW7c&id=520599318974&user_id=2453959853&cat_id=2&is_b=1&rn=1d4f02c2293e1f171a19f1e7e30afeda
https://detail.tmall.com/item.htm?spm=a220m.1000858.1000725.190.17d05fd7WUnW7c&id=520599318974&user_id=2453959853&cat_id=2&is_b=1&rn=1d4f02c2293e1f171a19f1e7e30afeda

	Insert from: "WRAP_Coversheet_Theses_new1.pdf"
	http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/166109


