
 

“Nobody Wants To Eat Them Alive” 

Dual Media Narratives On Rabbits 
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Research Question and Method: Building on Arluke and Sander’s (1996) Sociozoologic scale, this 
project investigates what considerations contribute to the redefinition of one or more species of 
animal along a continuum of “good” or “bad”. Newspaper articles gathered through Lexis/Nexus 
(1980-2010) were analyzed to determine what narrative categories became predominant regarding 
the animal chosen for this study: rabbits. 
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 Ethical: rabbits as pets, subjects of rescue, or otherwise 

humanely treated animals; excluding meat production 

 Commodity: rabbits as a source of food, fur, or other materials 

 Medical: rabbits as subjects of laboratory tests, including pest 

control viruses 

 Environment: wild rabbits as pests or nuisance, including 

hunting 

 Entertainment: rabbit characters in literature, film, and other 

forms of cultural discourse 

 Change: shifting attitudes towards rabbits from object to 

subject (indicated as a positive value in the story count) and 

vice versa (indicated as a negative value) 

Working hypothesis: Historically, rabbits have been subjected to a multi-

vocalic categorization, as pests, food sources, heroes of folk and popular 

culture and (more recently) domestic pets. Therefore, we anticipate that 

rabbits will be revealed in multiple categories.   

“Good” categories: Ethical, Entertainment 

“Bad” categories: Commodity, Medical, Environmental 

Transitory: Change 

 

Discussion: The present study indicates that overall, the emergence of new 

moral standards and vocabularies (Lowe, 2006) partially accounts for 

different (and possibly contradictory) categorizations of nonhuman animals 

within contemporary societies. Our findings imply that the presence of 

organized economic, political and/or social actors (such as agricultural 

businesses, state-based agencies, animal advocacy organization) influence 

how nonhuman animals are perceived and what practices they are subjected 

to. These findings suggest that, in the case of rabbits, these categories are 

quite permeable and vulnerable to influence by social actors and their 

capacity to impose these categories and actions related to these categories 

(such as what forms of ethical considerations rabbits may be entitled to).  

 

Research/Policy Implications: Ethically progressive animal advocacy and 

welfare should include the promotion of the roles of rabbits as domestic 

companions and challenge necessarily exploitive practices such as slaughter 

and laboratory experiments.  Such activities should also include the promotion 

of affordability of sterilization for domestic and shelter animals, the 

availability of alternatives for laboratory testing, and other methods of 

enhancing the welfare and protection of those animals, while raising public 

awareness about the moral dilemma of the existing double standard, might 

help stabilize the status of rabbits as creatures protected by an emerging set 

of distinct ethical rules. 
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