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Abstract

This paper examines the use of the term “feral” as a form of control over other ani-
mals. The concept of this “power word” is explored within the context of what it means 
for those who find themselves labelled as such. As a prefix, “feral” is used by various 
interest groups to justify the treatment of subpopulations of species, particularly with 
regards to wildlife conservation. The “feral” label differentiates animals that are per-
ceived as being out of place or out of control from those who are kept as compan-
ions or commodities. “Feral” is most often used to describe an unwelcome presence or 
noise, and can be contrasted to alternative words, such as “wild” or “free-living” that 
control how these presences are perceived by humans.
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Language is a social experience; therefore, the meanings of words woven into 
discourse bend and flow around humans as they share social encounters (see 
Conley et al., 2019; Epstein, 2008; Mol, 2014). Within academia, professions, 
and everyday life certain words take on power when they are, sometimes 
forcibly, applied to others. “Stray,” “aggressive,” “domesticated,” “wild,” “tame,” 
“endangered” and “feral” are all terms used to identify varying distances 
between nonhuman animals and human animals (see Ingold, 2000). These 
degrees of separation give humans a sense of power over animals. Szydlowski 
(2021) termed these labels “power words” as a nod to Foucault (2008), an idea 
of language as a form of control. By naming objects, concepts, and persons, 
we begin to define them and impose normative definitions of what that label 
confers. Foucault describes our continuing use of societal power to form and 
manipulate children into socially acceptable beings; how the written word, 
wielded only by “intellectuals” prior to mass education, gave the wielder power 
over the masses (Foucault, 1984). Words have the power to promote or to 
repress. In the case of the word “feral,” humans are given the power to define 
the rights of animals to hunt, procreate, or even exist in certain situations.

Scientific definitions of feral animals are intrinsically tied to Darwinian 
ideas of domestication as a biological process whereby multigenerational 
genetic selection for traits renders organisms better suited for life with 
humans (Bidau, 2009; Ingold, 2000; Wilson et al., 2018; Zeder, 2015). As such, 
feral animals are those who for whatever reason are no longer living under 
human control. However, the term is far from benign. Colonial-era usage ren-
ders “domestication” itself a contentious word; owing to its association with 
those who practiced animal husbandry, “domestication” became synonymous 
with “civilized” and antithetical to “savage” (Anderson, 1997; Russell, 2007). 
Domesticated animals who subsequently live apart from humans, or animals 
who exist beyond human control are further degenerated by being deemed 
“feral” (Wilson et al., 2018). However, not all domesticated animals who live 
independently of humans are deemed feral. For example, “wild” and “feral” are 
applied interchangeably to free-roaming horses, depending on whether their 
presence is welcomed by humans (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011). Functional defi-
nitions of “feral” are applied to understand or control individuals. In the case 
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of cats, “feral” is commonly used to define individuals who missed a devel-
opmentally defined window of opportunity to become socialized to humans 
(McCune, 1995). However, the term is also applied to cats who, regardless 
of their socialization status, currently live independent lives (Slater, 2002). 
Conservationists apply “feral” to animals deemed not to belong to the “natural” 
landscape (Wilson et al., 2018; Bonacic et al., 2019). Conversely, “feral” implies a 
wildness and has been framed by Monbiot (2014) as a return to a more natural 
state by defying the orderliness imposed by modern societies.

When asked, “What does ‘feral’ mean to you?” respondents on animal-
interest social media platforms articulated a diverse range of interpretations 
(Hill, 2021). Alternating between noun and adjective, “feral” was used to both 
express a sense of desperation and one of freedom. More often than not, 
“feral” had negative connotations, used synonymously with “wild” or “vicious” 
and occasionally applied as a derogatory term for certain humans. However, 
some respondents embraced “feral” as simply the identity or state of being 
outside of established norms. “Feral” is a fluid term reliant on both its user 
and the situation in which it is used to derive meaning. Insight into the col-
loquial uses of words and how meanings are constantly evolving can be gained 
from observing how they are used in casual social media interactions. The top 
definition for “feral” in the Urban Dictionary (2019) is, “A word that basically 
means you went insane and acted like a feral animal might.” This definition 
alludes to an action built upon the idea of a feral animal being one that is out 
of control. “Feral” is a subjective term, and a domesticated companion animal 
may behave in a manner considered “feral” (such as hissing and hiding from 
humans). This could be a contingent reaction to certain humans or circum-
stances, or the more generalized “wild” behavior of a maladjusted individual  
(Gering et al., 2019).

Throughout this paper we use the term “animal” to refer to all nonhuman 
animals. We recognize that this is a problematic convention, and that the dis-
tinction between human and nonhuman animals underlies division, power, 
and anthropocentric privilege (Stanescu & Twine, 2012). We are not apply-
ing the term “animal” to imply an inferiority to humans, but rather using it in 
place of “nonhuman” or “more than human” due to the implications they carry 
(Beirne & South, 2015; Murphy et al., 1998; Probyn, 2016.) Language that uses 
terms like “human” and “nonhuman” serves to elevate the human above other 
animals. Conversely terms such as “feral” are used to demote “other” animals, 
including humans (Wilson et al., 2018). This paper examines how “feral” is used 
by different human-interest groups to justify their treatment of subpopula-
tions of species.
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	 The Death Sentence for Australian “Feral” Cats

With respect to protecting endangered species, science indicates that preda-
tion by free-living domestic cats (Felis catus) is a serious problem in certain 
ecosystems (Doherty et al., 2016; Marra & Santella, 2016; Woinarski et al., 2015). 
Wildlife conservation ethics are a complex subject that are beyond the scope 
of this paper (for further discussion see: Hampton et al., 2019; Van Houtan, 
2006). Here we are concerned with how words like “feral” and associated lan-
guage are used to devalue members of a particular species and render lethal 
conservation strategies more palatable. Conservationist literature and policy 
invariably uses the prefix “feral” to refer to free-living cat populations (Wilson 
et al., 2018). For example, the Australian Government implemented a public 
policy that proposed killing two million feral cats by 2020 (Commonwealth 
of Australia, 2015). Words such as “hunt,” “predate,” “cull,” and “murder,” are 
used by scientists, policy-makers, animal rights activists, and the media to 
alternately legitimize or villainize the killing behaviors of both humans and 
other animals (Feber et al., 2017; Jepson, 2008; Sutton & Taylor, 2019; Stewart 
& Cole, 2015).

Sutton & Taylor (2019) discuss the role of the Australian media in defining 
the boundaries of classifications such as “feral” or “pest” that render groups 
of free-living animals more killable. The definition of “feral” can mean the 
difference between life and death in the context of wildlife management. In 
New Zealand, a narrow definition safeguards the welfare of free-living urban 
cats and provisioned colonies because legislation mandates that cats who are 
indirectly dependent on humans cannot be classified as feral (Department of 
Conservation, n.d.; Farnworth et al., 2010). However, in New Zealand and else-
where, the “feral” label still exists and is used to condone the killing of “unde-
sirable” populations. The mass killing of “undesirable” animals is not new to 
Australia. Early colonial law condoned large-scale killing of native species 
(those present in Australia before British colonization) because these “exotic” 
animals invoked unease among the settlers and were a perceived threat to 
introduced animals (White, 2013). During the 1840s, European settlers began 
taking an interest in “their” new land, and the first Australian scientific soci-
eties and natural history museums were established (Dunlap, 1993). In the 
twentieth century, a new conservation ethic was born that was antithetical to 
earlier colonial efforts to acclimatize British wild animals and livestock to the 
continent (White, 2013). Through a similar control ethic, the descendants of 
the European colonists have taken it upon themselves to attempt to reverse the 
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damage caused by their ancestors. The dominant control discourse, promoted 
by the Australian Government (n.d.), does not reflect upon or question the 
right to assume governorship over wildlife. Both domination and preservation 
discourses use language to justify their authority and assert control over nature. 
The terms “introduced” and “invasive” are used to differentiate between “non-
native” species whose presences are considered desirable and those that are 
not. Many “introduced” species were already thriving in parts of Australia by 
the time they were reclassified as “invasive” (Woinarski et al., 2015). Free-living 
domesticates are dubbed “feral” to differentiate them from other members of 
the same species that are used in agriculture, sport, or as service or compan-
ion animals in Australia. The strategy appears to work because using the word 
“feral” rather than “stray” renders lethal control methods more palatable, even 
amongst cat guardians (Farnworth et al., 2011).

What if we were to change our perception of “feral” and embrace these 
liminal beings as part of a new ecosystem? Wallach & Ramp (2015) advocate 
coexistence with Australia’s free-living cats by pointing out that they success-
fully coexist with many “native” species and become a functioning part of 
the ecosystem. Contrary to the rhetoric of “Western” conservation scientists, 
Indigenous Australian philosophies tend not to differentiate between “feral” 
(non-native) and “native” animals while avoiding anthropocentric positions, 
but rather view the contemporary ecosystems as an integrated whole (Rose, 
1995; Rose, 2005). In a controversial article, Wallach & Ramp (2015) proposed 
that the Australian government could adopt a similar philosophy and accept 
that these introduced species are here to stay. This would represent a paradigm 
shift in conservation biology that embraces novel ecosystems (Hobbs et al., 
2006; Hobbs et al., 2009), rather than a fruitless effort to restore the past (Lynn 
et al., 2019; Wallach et al., 2020). It is not our intention to argue the scientific 
validity of coexistence over control strategies here, and it should be noted that 
the concept of novel ecosystems is not without criticism (Driscoll & Watson, 
2019; Miller & Bestelmeyer, 2016). However, how language is used within the 
rhetoric of control is problematic because it depersonalizes or devalues each 
individual according to the ideologies of only the dominant culture. All that 
differentiates a feral cat from a stray cat or family pet is the circumstances of 
birth. The “feral” prefix identifies certain populations as “other” and “unde-
sirable”; it creates the perception that they are inherently different from the 
“beloved” members of the same species. As such, difficult ethical questions are 
more easily sidestepped, and control methods are more readily accepted as 
being necessary.
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	 Feral Soundscapes: Be Seen but Not Heard?

As described above, a “feral” animal is one that exists in an ecosystem where 
they are considered out of place. Because of this, feral animal voices are often 
described as “noise” (Dobeic et al., 2011; Gordon, 2020; Neville, 1989). “Feral” is 
not only applied to animal bodies, but also to their actions and their voices. 
Although animal vocalizations may “frustrate human-centered neighborhood 
norms” (Gordon, 2020, p. 1), anchoring such vocalizations to “feral” animals 
alone is problematic. Feral behaviors and vocalizations are sometimes attrib-
uted to non-feral animal bodies. Animal voices, untethered from their cor-
poreal origins may become unidentifiable from their human-defined bodily 
categorization. Once unleashed, such vocalizations may transgress human 
sonic expectations, becoming “feral” vocalizations, branded with the same 
classifications as physical feral lifeforms. Animal voices are often described as 
“noise” or “disturbances” of human-centered soundscape ideals (Schafer, 1977), 
and noise is defined as a “disturbance caused by sounds, discordancy…. [E]sp. 
disturbance made by voices; shouting, outcry” (Oxford English Dictionary, 
2020). Animal voices considered “noise” are unwanted elements of a sonic 
environment (i.e., a soundscape), and include cats fighting (Neville, 1989) or 
“yowling” (Ireland & Miller Neilan, 2016, p. 124), fowl cacophonies (Gordon, 
2020), barking dogs (Hume, 2010), raucous gulls (Watson, 2013), roosting star-
lings (Mitchell, 2013), and honking geese (Quetchenbach, 2013). Lei (2003) 
describes “feral noises” as “discordant” and “deafening” aspects of Chinese the-
ater (p. 292), while West (1993) describes a feral cry as if one were being “disem-
boweled and boiled” (p. 314).

Feral lives are variously described as having characteristics of being out of 
place (Crowley, 2014; Griffiths et al., 2000; Jones, 2004), out of control (Ashurst 
& Venn, 2014; Dwyer, 2012; Griffiths et al., 2000), nuisances (Ireland & Miller 
Neilan, 2016), and polluters (Nagy et al., 2013). Barks, as an example, fracture 
human desires for manicured soundscapes. Through an anthropocentric filter, 
they transgress from sonic communication (Péter et al., 2014) to a sonic nui-
sance (Fielding, 2008; Jégh-Czinege et al., 2020; Righetti, 2005). Consequently, 
contemporary laws attempt to curb animal voices which float adrift from their 
fleshy, reprimandable bodies (see Carter, 2016; San José Animal Care Center, 
n.d.). The acoustic structure of these animal vocalizations were found to affect 
ear-witnesses (Schafer, 1977) differently. High- and low-pitched, fast, pulsing 
barking has been shown to irritate people the most (Jégh-Czinege et al., 2020). 
Research by Pongrácz et al. (2016) found men and young people are more 
likely to be annoyed than women and older people, and people were increas-
ingly annoyed when dogs vocalized their needs and negative emotional states 
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(Jégh-Czinege et al., 2020; Pongrácz et al., 2016). Pongrácz et al. (2016) suggest 
a theory of “communicative relevance of auditory nuisance” (p. 212) which elic-
its help or attention but is deemed exceedingly infuriating when the human is 
unable to intervene – for example, the sound of a distant baby crying.

One study showed that people residing in urban environments consid-
ered dog barking more annoying than those in rural communities (Flint et al., 
2014). However, this and similar studies (Jégh-Czinege et al., 2020) did not dif-
ferentiate between the soundscape experiences of long-term and short-term 
human residents. Olsen (1996) explains animals who relocate across physi-
cally anthropocentric, geographic boundaries are often termed “feral.” While 
Olsen (1996) specifically discusses animal bodies, the concept of “feral” being 
a transgression of human-defined boundaries could be extended to behaviors 
and noises. However, when resident canine vocalizations puncture human 
migrants’ imagined utopian soundscapes, the resident canine voices are rela-
beled “feral” rather than those of the repositioned human. For example, the 
transgressing, disconnected canine voices, prone to escalated intensity under 
anthropogenic environments (Jégh-Czinege et al., 2020), are a constant bone 
of contention amongst British newcomers to Portugal (see Algarve Daily News, 
2013; Angloinfo, 2012; British Expats, 2010).

Dog barking has been described as “‘meaningless’ vocalizations” (Coppinger 
& Feinstein, 1991, as cited in Péter et al., 2014, p. 63), although this is disputed 
by others who argue that barks carry intra- and inter-specific information 
(Jégh-Czinege et al., 2020; Péter et al., 2014; Yin & McCowan, 2004). Perhaps in 
a more inclusive paradigm, human “feral” migrants would embrace the inter-
species conversations, discussions, and communications which are sonically 
entangled within multispecies zoöpolis (Wolch, 1998) communities, and ani-
mal vocalizations would cease to be considered noise “out of place,” “out of 
control,” or “out of nowhere.”

	 Wild versus Feral Horses

While “feral” voices may be considered discordant, equine voices and hoof-on-
ground sounds engender passion and positive emotions in many human-horse 
dyadic bonds. However, once again, relationships wax and wane with the fluid 
perception of horses being of service to humans (Clutton-Brock, 1992; Nagy 
et al., 2013) or otherwise “out of place” (Crowley, 2014; Griffiths et al., 2000; 
Jones, 2004). Horses have been domesticated and used by humans in various 
ways for around 5,000 years; they have helped humans win wars and build cit-
ies, industries, communities, societies, and cultures (Busby & Rutland, 2019). 
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The ability to harness the horse was at one time as important to humans as the 
ability to harness fire.

In modern society the domestic horse, not fully understood as a pet, a farm 
animal, or a captive zoo exhibit, is placed in ambiguous and contested dis-
courses with diverse externally directed and historically constructed roles as 
a source of food, transport (Budiansky, 1997), and pharmacology (Haraway, 
2012). Horses may also serve as an ecological facilitator, sporting athlete, rec-
reational partner (Budiansky, 1997), or therapeutic assistant (Lentini & Knox, 
2009, 2015), in what Fine (2010) describes as “a goal-directed intervention in 
which an animal that meets specific criteria is an integral part of the treatment 
process” (p. 34). This seemingly multipurpose animal, however, which in the 
species’ most human-directed activity has the ability to act as co-therapist for 
humans experiencing the breadth and depth of emotional challenge, is also 
subject to disputed treatment by political, economic and cultural discourses 
(Linklater et al., 2001).

Groups of equids described as “wild” are all free-roaming offspring of horses 
who were once owned and managed by humans with greater or lesser degrees 
of intensity (Linklater, 2000). Exmoor ponies in the UK, for example, can be 
traced back to a primitive but managed breed, first used as a food source, and 
later as pack, draught, and riding animals (Petersen et al., 2013). Free-roaming 
horses in North America (Mustangs) and Australia (Brumbies) are the escaped 
progeny of colonially introduced domestic stock. The debate surrounding the 
position of Przewalksi’s horse as the only true remaining wild horse by tax-
onomy was reopened recently by Gaunitz et al. (2018), whose data positioned 
the breed as a feral descendant of Botai horses domesticated in northern 
Kazakhstan around 5,500 years ago.

Feral? Or wild? Why choose one or the other? In the context of equids, 
these adjectives both differ and overlap. Both oppose the concept of an ani-
mal that is tame or domesticated; however, while “wild” denotes the positive 
legitimacy of a free-ranging occupation of home landscapes, richly endowed 
with ideas of freedom, even romance, “feral” loads the debate with negative 
concepts of threat and contested resources, colonially introduced and lack-
ing legitimacy. Yet “feral” in its ecological sense denotes a population which 
was domesticated but can survive and reproduce in a free roaming context 
(Ransom & Kaczensky, 2016). In a number of US states populated by Mustangs, 
and for the Brumbies of New South Wales and Victoria, Australia, the term has 
become politicized, associated with an introduced species no longer welcome 
and often relegated to the status of ecological pest (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011). 
In her book Wild Horse Country, Ann Owens (2017) describes a free-roaming 
group of Mustangs who coexisted with the local human population around 
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Albuquerque. Yet as commuters spread to the area and the horses took up 
space that houses could occupy, complaints within the community began, and 
the once-“wild”-now-“feral” Mustangs, whose ancestors had roamed that land 
for hundreds of years, became the subject of a court dispute. The judge deter-
mined that the horses were not strays or feral, but neither were they protected 
wildlife. They were “something in between,” allowed to roam akin to deer. But 
they were also the permitted targets of landowners who could shoot them like 
coyotes. Thus the horse, domesticated, wild, feral or other, retains its ambigu-
ous and contested status, always externally directed by anthropocentric inter-
species power relations.

	 Domestication and Ferality

The idea of ferality appears to be related to that of domestication, as is clearly 
the case with horses and cats. Ingold (2000) defines as domesticated those 
animals who are under human control. This control extends to breeding  – 
both the process of breeding for specific characteristics and the actual physi-
cal event of breeding. Humans maintain control over these animals’ physical 
and emotional adaptations, over where these individuals are allowed to live  
and how they spend their time. If domestication is about control, wildness and 
ferality are the loss of that control. Animals out of control are defined in part 
by where they find themselves as well as how closely connected to humanity 
they remain. Some species find themselves in an undefined space – not quite 
feral, not quite domesticated, but something rather unique. One such species, 
introduced but not feral, is the Rhesus macaque (Macaca mulatta) of central 
Florida. These primates were initially released on an island with the assump-
tion they could not escape. However, the macaques quickly proved they could 
swim and eventually spread throughout wild spaces. It is unknown whether 
this particular population was initially wild-caught (and therefore unable to 
be “feral”) or captive-born (but not domesticated).

Introduced as a way to entertain visitors with an exotic animal element, 
these macaques have become “out of control” in Florida and pose a potential 
hazard. These primates carry a herpesvirus that is typically asymptomatic for 
them but can be fatal in humans (Wisely et al., 2018). Fortunately, no human 
cases have thus far been reported (Wisely et al., 2018). In articles discussing 
their origins, these individuals are referred to as “free-ranging” and not feral, 
even though Rhesus macaques (Wolfe & Peters, 1987) meet the biological defi-
nition of domesticated animals (Price, 2003). Some of these macaques were 
trapped and sterilized in the 1990s; others were captured and sold (Montague 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/10/2022 07:44:26AM
via free access



10 Hill et al.

10.1163/15685306-bja10088 | society & animals ﻿(2022) 1–19

et al., 1994). This population of monkeys has not been culled, and since 2012 
has essentially been left alone, despite various injuries to humans (Riley & 
Wade, 2016). In fact, researchers described the presence of these monkeys as 
mutually beneficial, as they are offered treats by visitors who are entertained in 
the process (Riley & Wade, 2016). Perhaps it is the fact that these primates are 
plant eaters that creates an acceptable level of ferality, or their similarities to 
human primates that have kept them safe. Further examination of our defini-
tions of domestication are needed.

Animals who have never been domesticated (see Warwick et al., 2013), how-
ever, are not referred to as feral, even upon escape or release to the wild. A 
prime example can be found in the wild areas of Florida. Reptiles are called 
“exotic pets” when kept in captivity, and when they escape they simply become 
non-native nuisance animals. Burmese Pythons (Python regius) and Nile croc-
odiles (Crocodylus niloticus), initially kept as pets, continue to wreak havoc 
throughout the state, but there is no consideration of these animals as feral. 
Ferality indicates some sense of a perceived need for human control, and rep-
tiles seem to have escaped this designation. The state pays hunters to round 
up and destroy the rapidly spreading python population, and in the last three 
years they have collected 5,000 individuals with little public complaint. Even 
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA, 2019), an organization nor-
mally vocal about animal rights, seems to perceive a need to remove pythons 
and asks only that humane methods be used. These snakes are considered 
by some quite damaging to the ecosystem, having nearly eliminated cotton-
tail rabbit and fox populations from the Everglades (United States Geological 
Survey [USGS], 2020). It seems inconceivable that if a state decided to round 
up and destroy a designated “feral” animal living in the US, such as domes-
tic cats, to this degree, a public outcry would ensue. It seems that “ferality” 
has some appeal to Americans, whereas “non-native reptile” does not. This is 
perhaps a reflection of the anti-immigrant discourse that has been bubbling 
for many years (see Dancygier & Margalit, 2020; Prieto, 2020), or perhaps it is 
related to the environmental and political discourse surrounding restoration 
of “natural” habitats (see Elliot, 1982; Lugo, 2000; Warrick, 1993). Either way, it 
is an example of how word usage and “power words” create labels that affect 
how individuals are treated upon their slippage from human control.

	 Conclusions

Because language is a social experience, reliant upon both user and situation, 
the meanings of words can change to suit a variety of personal or political 
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agendas. Humans seem intent on controlling their environment, and by label-
ling animals as “feral,” “stray,” or “domesticated” are able to exert power over 
animal bodies. In some cases, this power ends the life of an individual. In 
others it confers a sense of being welcomed back to hearth and home. And 
for some it places them in a liminal safety zone. The word “feral” represents 
animals who have slipped out of human control, and for some species this 
can mean a death sentence. The Australian government (n.d.) uses the “feral” 
label to denigrate unwanted (non-native) species, and feral animals living in 
Australia are targeted in various eradication programs. The “feral” label per-
mits us to treat certain groups differently and feel less bad about it because the 
“feral” animals are not like the companion animals we know and love. For cats, 
being labeled as “stray” rather than “feral” means that they are at least consid-
ered re-homeable, even if the distinction is somewhat arbitrary (Crowley et al., 
2020). Labelling horses as “feral,” “wild,” or “free-roaming” represents a form 
of anthropocentrism that values the animals relative to human convenience 
or aesthetic. Another example of anthropocentrism is how sonic disturbance 
within urban communities is less accepted than it is in rural communities, per-
haps because such sounds invade our sense of control over our surroundings.

Animals that meet certain predefined standards, perhaps by being of ser-
vice to or entertainment for humans, escape being designated as “feral” and 
instead become “wild,” allowing species such as horses and macques to freely 
roam wild spaces without fear of persecution. As long as these species do not 
become pests to the humans in their shared landscape, they are allowed to 
remain largely “out of control.” However, these designations exist at the whims 
of humankind, who may decide at any point to redefine both designation 
and animal.
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