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Recently, some academics published 
an article in the new Journal of Animal 
Ethics calling for us to rethink our lan-
guage with respect to non-humans. Spe-
cifically, people shouldn’t think of them-
selves as owners of their pet dogs, cats, 
guinea pigs, lizards, parakeets, etc. 
Nope. We are caretakers of our compan-
ion animals. The idea behind this termi-
nology shift is twofold. First, humans 
who regard animals as companions will 
be less likely to abuse and neglect them. 
Secondly, the use of derogatory, de-
meaning language — like “pets”— is 
insulting to animals. I got to thinking 
about these notions.

I think it’s a bit of a stretch to think 
that changing the verbal model from 
chattel to chums will reduce cruelty. The 
abusive human relationships I have wit-
nessed didn’t change because bullies 
consulted new thesauruses. They 
changed because the victims decided that 
“punching bag” was no longer a suitable 
synonym. From a human-animal point of 
view, this would be awfully close to 
Conquest of the Planet of the Apes (the 
one where enslaved apes revolt). If sim-
ply changing terminology will stave off 
futuristic apocalypse, who am I to argue? 
In the case of my dogs, however, it will 
confuse them mightily to be put on a par 
with the household primates. They’ll ac-
tually have to do something to earn their 
keep besides look cute and do simple 
tricks. Or not. Celebrity careers have 
been built on as much.

I am curious about how this might 
affect the one peculiar characteristic of 
the human-animal connection: we do 
eat them. Bird lovers who thrill to the 
sight of rare species at their carefully 
maintained feeders often enjoy common 
species more well done. Kobe cattle are 

massaged not to increase interspecies 
bonding but rather market value. Ko-
sher meat must be slaughtered in a 
manner meant to minimize pain and 
suffering. That’s an act of kindness, but I 
wouldn’t call it companionable. If my 
caretaker assured me that my imminent 
death would be quick, painless and 
marked by a debate over claret versus 
burgundy, I wouldn’t thank him for his 
kindness. I’d back away while dialing 
911 and looking for a weapon.

The second reason for the shift from 
pet to partner is to maintain and rein-
force the dignity of animals. As someone 
who has owned (or partnered with) 
dogs most of my life, I offer this coun-
terpoint: Really? No, really?!

My companions are standard poo-
dles, canines whose breed description 
refers to great intelligence, social savoir 
faire, trainability, and dignity. My mile-
age has, uh, varied. Tyler was friendly, 
but could lose toys between his own feet. 
Julian earned a reputation as a butt-biter 
early on. Charley learns most commands 
and tricks very quickly, but has never 
learned to do them independently. He 
always defaults to the impulsive, stupid 
thing. Then there was Teddy.

The late, great Teddy was a fine ex-
ample of the breed. Smart enough to 
fake a paw injury when he didn’t want 
to go for a walk. Socially sharp enough 
to hypnotize little kids into sharing their 
graham crackers. So trainable he could 
learn by watching other dogs do tricks. 
And dignity? That’s the characteristic he 
had in spades, and one the Oxford aca-
demics didn’t consider from an alterna-
tive point of view. 

Teddy knew demeaning behavior 
when he saw it. His dignity would have 
found equity intolerable. I saw to his 
grooming, his meals, his social engage-
ments, and his transportation. Was I his 
companion? Perish the thought!

I was staff.
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Mission: Accomplished
Once Upon A Time, long ago but not 

quite antediluvian, two little girls grew 
up in a post-war suburb of the Twin Cit-
ies. Karen, the oldest, was charming and 
delightful. Marsha, the younger, was a 
bit of a pest. (Who's telling this story?)

They did, however, have several 
things in common, including a love of 
reading and dance class and a skeptical 
view of all adults other than their parents.

The sisters also agreed on the impor-
tance of the watching of The Wizard of 
Oz except for the flying monkey scene.

During the time period of this idyllic 
childhood, this movie could only be 
viewed once a year, on television, on 
Easter evening. And, at their home with 
the large Zenith TV in a solid walnut 
console, it could only be viewed in black 
& white, even the Emerald City scenes.

The girls were OK with this (there 
was popcorn), but once they became 
adults, technological advances increased 
viewing opportunities.

In 1981 my then-husband and I pur-
chased a Laserdisc machine on the ad-
vice of a salesman who assured us that 
every movie we'd ever want would 
soon be available on disc. We purchased 
two discs (not of my choosing) with the 
machine and, before we even opened 
them decided that either Betamax or 
VHS would be a better option for us. 
With one of the tape machines we 
would be able to view and record.

I gathered up the disc machine, the 
discs, and the baby and loaded them all 
into my Honda Accord hatchback. It 
wasn't until I got to the store that I re-
membered I'd left the discs on the roof 
of my vehicle while I buckled in Darling 
Daughter. Nothing was found when I 
retraced my route. Oh well.

Our next purchase was a 4-head top-
loading VCR, state-of-the-art for the early 
'80s. It weighed about 50 pounds and 
cost as much as three mortgage pay-
ments. (Compare that to the later models 
that weighed a pound and were sold at 
grocery and drug stores for $39!) But we 
were a happenin' couple with that VCR 
and our six recordable RCA tapes. Some-
how nothing I wanted to see was ever 
recorded, but with a new baby I didn't 
have time to watch anything anyway.

That VCR finally died a decade later 
and was put back in its original box (not 
saved by me) and then carefully placed on 
a shelf in the garage for reasons I was never 
able to determine. Perhaps to heal itself?

Its replacement was a dual VCR al-
lowing tape-to-tape recording of noth-
ing of interest to me. I purchased the 
odd VHS tape for myself on occasion. 
My buys were not a complete collection 
of what I'd like to own by any stretch of 
the imagination, but a good start.

Twenty years after our first foray 
into movie self-determination, all of his 
tapes and the machine and their player 
vacated the premises and I bought a 
VHS/DVD player. And thus began Pro-
ject It's About Time Karen Gets To Watch 
What She Wants To Watch.

Super Son, who is a lot more intui-
tive than he lets on (as that's not cool), 
bought me a DVD of The Wizard of Oz.

Over the last decade I've gradually 
amassed quite a library of DVDs; not as 
many as there are days in the year, but 
far more than there are weeks. The titles 
range over 80 years of film production 
and include classics, chick flicks, and a 
few obscure gems that I spent more time 
than money locating.

The nice thing about DVDs is that 
they take up half the shelf space of a VHS 
tape. For every tape I've replaced with a 
disc, I could add an additional movie 
and not take up any more of the shelf.

Most times I've spent only a few dol-
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