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Abstract

Village dogs are important for households in coastal Mexico, yet they are seen as out of 
place by etic stakeholders (public health and wildlife experts, and animal welfarists). 
Caregivers of village dogs are considered irresponsible, a view that is reinforced by 
Mexican policy. We describe two contrasting etic discourses in this article that have 
emerged from ideologies based on human-dog relation theories. The article is part 
of an ongoing shift in the social sciences that has seen attempts to move beyond an-
thropocentrism and to explore human-animal relations outside the parameters of the 
traditional nature-culture dichotomy. Local narratives hinge on different experiences 
with dogs. Villagers perceive their dogs as adults, capable of and subject to judgment. 
Etic discourses are currently the basis for dog management policies. Attaching the 
label of “irresponsible owner” to the caregivers of village dogs prevents their inclusion 
as legitimate participants in policy processes.
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At first I thought they were lost—a gringo assumption I know now.
STEEVES, 2005

 Introduction

In the Global North, dogs are popular companions who live inside homes. About 
80% of the dogs in the world, however, can be classified as village dogs (Lord, 
Feinstein, Smith, & Coppinger, 2012). Village dogs are typically free-roaming 
and scavenge refuse around human dwellings (Coppinger & Coppinger, 2001). 
Village dogs are local breeds or mixes that are physically quite homogeneous 
(Ortolani, Vernooij, & Coppinger, 2009). Over 60% of households have dogs in 
rural areas in Mexico and other countries in the Global South. Human-to-dog 
ratios range from 1:1 to 5:1, and on average there are two dogs per household 
(Acosta-Jamett, Cleaveland, Cunningham & Bronsvoort, 2010; Butler, Du Toit, 
& Bingham, 2004; Fiorello, Noss, & Deem, 2006; Kitala, McDermott, Kyule, 
Gathuma, Perry, & Wandeler, 2001; Ruiz-Izaguirre & Eilers, 2012).

In Mexico, village dogs are called callejeros (street dogs). According to the 
Mexican Secretary of Health (SSA), the number of callejeros is estimated at 
10 million; they account for about 62% of the Mexican dog population1 (SSA, 
2001). Village dogs have co-existed with humans for thousands of years. In an 
increasingly globalized world, contemporary village dogs are, however, no 
longer part of a local environment with fixed boundaries. Their well-being, 
treatment, and identity are subjected to a variety of—often sharply contrast-
ing—discourses. These are articulated at different levels of social life and 
governance, and include etic (the state, NGOs, wildlife agencies) and emic (vil-
lagers) discourses. Discourses are relevant to understand how animals, in this 
case village dogs, are socially constructed and are treated by humans (Stibbe, 
2001), and also how they are classified (Buller, 2014).

Public health experts, for example, are concerned with the various risks vil-
lage dogs pose to human health (e.g., transmission of zoonoses and dog bites) 

1   Street dogs in cities, and not only in villages, are included in this number.
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(Matter & Daniels, 2001),2 while wildlife experts are concerned with interac-
tions between village dogs and wildlife,3 and governmental authorities are 
worried about the bad image village dogs give to tourists (Ruiz-Izaguirre & 
Eilers, 2012). Tourists to coastal villages see village dogs as too thin and sick, 
and are concerned about their welfare (Ruiz-Izaguirre & Eilers, 2012). Tourists 
are also concerned about acquiring zoonoses (Ruiz-Izaguirre & Eilers, 2012). 
Dog-related concerns affect local economies when they become the reasons 
tourists decide not to return to an area (Fielding, 2008). Despite its lack of so-
cial acceptability, culling is the usual method of village dog control. This usu-
ally occurs when dog-related problems arise, or there is a special event that will 
attract many tourists to the area (e.g., football or other sports championships). 
Animal welfare NGO’s are especially concerned about dog culling.

The emic discourses that shape the social construction and treatment of 
village dogs by local people at the village level have seldom been investigated 
(Ruiz-Izaguirre & Eilers, 2012; Bhattacharyya & Larson, 2014). The aim of this 
article is twofold: first, to explore the largely ignored and unexplored emic 
discourses in coastal villages of Mexico regarding village dogs; and secondly, 
to investigate the etic discourses that sustain current policy regarding village 
dogs and to compare these with the narratives voiced at the village level. We 
argue that current policies and attempts to control village dog populations in 
Mexican villages derive from discourses from the Global North and are largely 
influenced by human-dog relation theories that are human centered. We link 
emic and etic discourses to dog domestication theories and argue that these 
are central to understanding human-dog relations.

 Materials and Methods

We conducted a case study in two rural, coastal villages in which Nahua in-
digenous communities live and work and dogs are known to cause problems 
by scavenging sea-turtle nests and begging for food from tourists. The villages 
are not isolated from global exchanges. They are often visited by tourists, some 
homes have access to cable television, and young people have access to the 
Internet in local shops. The villages are situated 30 km from each other, along 

2   Rabies is under control in Mexico; the last human cases were reported in 2000 (SSA, 2001), 
but it remains highly prevalent in developing communities of Asia and Africa (Morters, 
Restif, Hampson, Cleaveland, Wood, & Conlan, 2013).

3   Village dogs can prey on wildlife (Young et al., 2011), act as food competitors with wildlife 
(Campos et al., 2007), or carry disease to wild canids (e.g., foxes) (Acosta-Jamett et al., 2010).
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the federal road to Lázaro Cárdenas. Colola, with 477 inhabitants (INEGI, 
2005), is adjacent to Colola Sanctuary, an important nesting ground for en-
dangered sea turtles (Chelonia mydas, Lepidochelys olivacea). La Ticla, with 415 
inhabitants (INEGI, 2005), has a seasonal trade in international tourism, and a 
capacity to accommodate at least 300 visitors. There is only a little turtle nest-
ing on its beach. No programs have been established to control the dog popula-
tion in either village.

We visited the villages monthly between June 2008 and June 2009, for four 
to seven days at a time, in order to observe village dogs and people. We often 
accompanied the villagers and their dogs to the fields and the beach. Informal 
talks were held in order to listen to people’s narratives about “their” dogs and 
to hear their memories of them. Twenty-two dog stories were recorded and 
later transcribed. The narratives were analyzed with a view to understanding 
how villagers think, feel, and talk about dogs. We wanted to know how animals 
are included in or excluded from human spaces (Hovorka, 2008; Buller, 2014).

To capture the etic discourses regarding village dogs, we investigated themes 
related to public health, animal welfare, and damage to wildlife. Our sources 
included Mexican legislation on dog control; reports of NGO’s; scientific and 
technical articles; newspaper articles; academic articles and chapters in books 
covering human-dog relationships, and documentary films; websites of animal 
welfare organizations; and public health websites, such as that of the World 
Health Organization.

 Results

 Etic Discourses
Keeping dogs only as companions is a relatively recent phenomenon that has 
resulted from changes in lifestyle and urbanization (Atkins, 2012; Power, 2012). 
In Mexico, the identity of the callejero did not exist before Spanish coloni-
zation or was not widely shared (Valadez-Azúa & Mestre-Arrioja, 1999). This 
is very different today. In the global North, companion dogs are commodities 
with a whole industry (dog food, accessories) attached to them (Haraway, 
2008). This model of dog-keeping is now common in urban areas of Mexico 
too. Companion dogs represent domesticity in contrast to the free-roaming 
nature of village dogs.

The first discourse identified situates village dogs as vermin who do not 
belong on the street; village dogs are “out of place” (Srinivasan, 2012; Philo & 
Wilbert, 2000), similar to problem pigeons in cities (Jerolmack, 2008) or chick-
ens in African cities (Hovorka, 2008). This discourse is characteristic of wildlife 
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agencies and public health authorities (Table 1), and sustains current policy 
in Mexico. Taking village dogs off the street is rooted in European ideas of do-
mesticity, aesthetics, and sanitation, according to which the social and animal 
worlds are classified and ordered (Atkins, 2012). These ideas accord with posi-
tivist scientific understandings of public health and wildlife ecology. In par-
ticular, the fear of rabies has provided a major rationale for the removal of dogs 
from the streets (Howell, 2012).

The National Commission for Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity 
(CONABIO) in Mexico classifies dogs as an invasive, exotic species with a 
high potential for damage (Medellín Legorreta, 2000). This is reflected in the 
main dog management strategy, which is to eliminate ownerless dogs and vac-
cinate owned dogs. Due to their large numbers and freedom of movement, 
callejeros have been accused of being the chief link in the zoonotic chain. 
They also present the easiest to target for disease control (Malaga-Alba, 1962). 
Callejeros are categorized as ownerless or as belonging to irresponsible owners 
(SSA, 2001). The “irresponsible” label is so embedded at the uppermost levels 
of policy that in the Official Mexican Standard for the prevention and con-
trol of rabies, a street dog and the dog of an irresponsible owner are catego-
rized in the same way (SSA, 2011). The Mexican department of health (SSA) 
captures dogs on the streets and takes them to the antirrábicos (dog pounds), 
where they are killed. The SSA, however, does not have enough resources or 
infrastructure to work in rural areas, where redadas (dog raids) are resorted 
to instead. The local authorities capture and kill dogs or put out poisoned bait  
for them (Ruiz-Izaguirre & Eilers, 2012).

The second type of etic discourse we have identified portrays village dogs 
as victims, and is characteristic of animal welfare organizations (Table 1). 
Mexican village dogs are perceived as being too thin or sick. The methods for 
trapping and killing village dogs (e.g., by electrocution) concern international 
animal welfare organizations (Buchanan, 2007), which raise funds for dogs in 
countries in the Global South (Falconer, 2009). The funds aim to help those 
“emaciated dogs sleeping on rubbish piles, injured dogs limping across market 
squares, and dogs so afflicted with mange they’re basically scratching them-
selves to death” (Falconer, 2009, p. 14).

The animal welfarist discourse is compatible with theories that describe the 
human-dog relation in terms of the relationship between a parent and child 
(Burgess-Jackson, 1998; Hens, 2008; Power, 2012; Blouin, 2013). Unlike children, 
though, dogs never grow into completely autonomous beings who are able to 
make their own choices (Hens, 2008). In terms of this perspective, village dogs 
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Table 1 Differences and similarities of etic discourses

Issue Animal  
welfarists

Public health 
experts

Wildlife experts Villagers

Perceptions  
about village  
dogs

Victims in  
need to be 
rescued

Vermin Vermin Non-human 
animals with the 
capacity to judge 
in adulthood

Acceptance of 
dogs on the  
street

Yes/No No No Yes

Concerns Poor dog  
welfare

Zoonoses, dog 
bites

Wildlife 
predation

Stealing of food, 
dog bites

Site-specific Urban and  
rural

Urban and  
rural

Rural Rural

Current  
solutions

Adoption,  
surgical  
sterilization, 
Animal Birth 
Control (ABC) 
programs

Methodical 
culling

Methodical 
culling

Non-methodical 
culling

Perceptions  
about village  
dog caregivers

Irresponsible Irresponsible Irresponsible N/A

Compatibility 
to human-dog 
theories

Protectionist 
or humanistic 
orientation
response- 
ability

Domination 
orientation

Domination 
orientation

Independent 
materiality

Characterization 
of relation

Parent-child, 
friend-friend, 
response- 
ability

Vermin Vermin Boss-worker, 
friend-friend, 
Response-ability

In line with 
human-centered 
theory on dog 
domestication

Yes Yes Yes No
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appear as abandoned and in need of rescue.4 Battaglia and Saldarriaga (2011) 
show in their documentary that the perception of village dogs as abandoned 
appears at the highest levels of international policy. Mexico City is in the fore-
front of animal welfare at a national level; its legislation is the basis for legisla-
tion in other Mexican states. Under Mexico City’s animal welfare law, a dog 
on the street without his/her owner is categorized as “abandoned” (Asamblea 
Legislativa del Distrito Federal II Legislatura 2002, definitions). If the dogs are 
considered abandoned in this way, those who abandon them are automatically 
rendered irresponsible.

According to the World Organization for Animal Health, a person who owns 
a dog is responsible to take lifetime care of the dog and his/her offspring, un-
less another owner is found. The owner has to ensure that “the dog does not 
roam in a manner that would pose a problem for the community and (or) the 
environment” (OIE, 2011, p. 3). This definition of responsibility is consistent 
with the way in which WHO classifies dogs in terms of their dependence on 
humans: restricted dogs, family dogs, community dogs or feral dogs (WHO, 
1988). As Ortolani et al. (2009) note, though, this classification takes for granted 
that all dogs are or have been owned by humans, which is not the case in the 
Global South. Furthermore, the human-dog relationship is not a stable one  
(Power, 2012).

Many of the conflicting ideas about human obligations towards dogs 
arise from ethical considerations rooted in human-dog relation theories. 
Domestication theories elucidate both early and current human-dog relations. 
The popular human-centered theory about dog domestication5 presumes that 
humans played the major role in dog domestication (Coppinger & Coppinger, 
2001). The underlying assumption of this theory is that humans should assume 
full responsibility for dogs since they created them in the first place. Providing 
homes for “helpless pets” is “a burden of responsibility on us humans since to 
a great extent we created pets” (Fox, 1980, p. 81).

4   See for example, Haraway (2003, p. 88) and initiatives to import village dogs from Mexico and 
Puerto Rico to the U.S.A. (Strand, 2003), or from Thailand to countries throughout the world 
(Soi Dog Foundation, 2012).

5   The human-centered theory hypothesizes that about 150,000 years ago, human hunters must 
have killed wolves for skin and meat, occasionally taking their pups, who became tame. 
When there were enough tame wolves in the human settlement, breeding resulted in a next 
generation of even tamer wolves. Over many generations, wolves transformed into dogs (see 
Clutton-Brock, 1995).
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Coppinger and Coppinger’s (2001) alternative theory of dog domestication6 
argues that it was not humans who took dogs from the wild, but dogs (i.e., 
wolves) who decided to enter human territory to exploit a new niche: the vil-
lage dump. Ethical considerations based on this theory do not consider village 
dogs as abandoned because they were never adopted as in-house residents in 
the first place. Dogs in this theory are recognized as agents and co-producers 
in their domestication. Power (2012) maintains that domestication is not a fin-
ished state, but must be continuously negotiated and held in place. Dogs are 
neither pure nature nor cultural constructs. They can be better described as 
nature-cultural beings (Haraway, 2003; Hens, 2009).

 Emic Discourses: Case Study in Coastal Villages

Emic discourses are produced at the village level by the caregivers of village 
dogs who interact in everyday life with them. It is these discourses that are not 
heard and voiced at the public-policy level.

Along the Nahua Coast of Michoacán, most people subsist on small-scale 
tourism and agriculture. The main crops are corn (Zea mays), papayas (Carica 
papaya), and tomatillos (Physalis ixocarpa). Animals kept for consumption in-
clude pigs, poultry, and cows. In an excursion to the mountain and coastal areas 
in 1950, Brand (1960) noted that indigenous people’s only companion animals 
were dogs and parrots. In the villages, dogs are mobile delimiters of space and 
property for other dogs, animals, and people—they guard the solar7 and farm 
fields, for example. And in places where the main means of transportation is 
walking, dogs are naturally inclined to follow people around the village.

Dog-keeping practices were similar in both the farming (Colola) and tour-
ist (La Ticla) villages (Table 2). Caregivers in both villages allowed their dogs 
to roam free and occasionally tethered them to correct unwanted behavior. 
In both villages, dogs interacted with men, women, and children, and women 

6   The dumps of the first human settlements created a new niche that could provide a regular 
supply of food year-round for wolves who scavenged around human settlements. A process 
of natural selection occurred. Wolves who were less afraid of humans could scavenge (search 
for food) and continue eating in proximity to humans. Small body size, teeth, and brains were 
an adaptive advantage in the village niche. Smaller brains required less energy, which wolves 
no longer needed for hunting in packs (see Coppinger & Coppinger, 2001).

7   The solar is the typical rural household consisting of a house, surrounded by a garden with 
trees, plants, and domestic animals. The solar is usually delimited (with sticks or branches) 
but not fenced.
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were responsible for feeding them. There was a marked preference for male 
dogs in both villages. Breeding females caused problems. Luis, a 10-year-old 
boy from the farming village, brought Chispa home as a pup and told his 
mother she was a male. When the mother found she was a female, she tried 
to get rid of the dog. Chispa returned twice, though, and finally remained in  
the household.

 Dog Functions and Relations with Men, Women, and Children
Male farmers from the farming village were especially fond of working dogs, 
both male and female (Table 2). Farmers remembered working dogs who had 
died many years ago. The dogs’ work was not very specialized but did require 
some training, which not everybody was willing to give. According to some 
of the men, “good dogs are scarce,” and pedigree dogs were better than plain 
village dogs. Villagers referred to pedigree dogs as finos (fine, special), pura 
sangre (pure blood), sangre especial (special blood), or de clase (high class). 
The common village dog was called criollo (mixed; used in colonial times 
to describe a Spanish and Indian mix), or corriente (common and of little 
value). According to Erasmo, one of the villagers, “Any dog could be trained to 
guard if you started taking the dog as a puppy to the fields.” Another villager, 
Antonio, maintained that: “You need to have patience to teach animals to work 
in the fields … it is just like us, if I call you ‘hey stupid,’ and I treat you with  
anger, you will ask yourself why I treat you like this, but if I ask you kindly, of 
course you do [the work].”

Table 2 Comparison of dog-keeping characteristics in two villages

Issue Tourist village Farming village

Openly concerned about dog breeding Yes No
Preference for male dogs Yes Yes
Culling of female pups Yes Not apparent
Concerned about unwanted dog behavior Yes Yes
Tethering used to correct dogs Yes Yes
Hanging occurred for biting dogs Yes Yes
Dogs fed daily Yes Yes
Poisoning of dogs occurred during study period Yes No
Male farmers were especially fond of working dogs 
(male or female)

No Yes
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Dogs were required to protect the household and farm fields, to chase away 
animals like donkeys, to help catch iguanas, and sometimes to gather backyard 
chickens for slaughter. Villagers left their belongings unattended on the beach 
or in the fields, knowing that the dogs would protect them. Dogs were left to 
guard the fields during the night or during the most vulnerable periods of the 
day. Dogs chased away parrots or other animals who wanted to eat the crops. 
The dogs, though, had the run of the fields and could also leave whenever they 
wanted to:

As dawn was breaking, what did she do? She threw herself loose in the 
fields, and when she found her [dog] friend, she would take her along … 
[Then she had puppies.] She took really good care of the little animals, 
and I was very fond of my dog because she was very well behaved and she 
would do all the jobs I would put her to do. Only and only that she then … 
chased an animal down a hill, I just heard her barking, right? Well, she 
just never came back. Like they say: We never met Mónica again … I think 
that animals killed her, maybe a jabalí [wild swine].

Antonio, farming village

Antonio acknowledged Mónica’s freedom to decide where she wanted to go, 
and also her ability to care for herself and her pups. This autonomy entailed 
some risks. She might be killed by wild swine, for example. Antonio and Mónica 
met every day, not in a parental relation (i.e., father-child), but as equals.

Village dog-keeping allowed for a certain flexibility in accommodating dogs 
in households, depending on the character and preferences of the dog. When 
a village dog “arrives” in a household, the caregiver might send the dog away, 
but the dog might also come back. A dog may also choose to live in another 
household. Many of the dogs from Noemí’s household in the tourist village 
did not want return once they found the way into her mother-in-law’s house. 
The mother-in-law recalled: “You take pups from here, and it is useless, they 
always come [back] and stay here.” A family member may not consider a dog 
useful, but this is not the end for the dog. Erasmo spoke of his current dogs: 
“These (dogs) are not useful to me for anything, just barking and barking.” This 
view was not shared by Erasmo’s wife. Dogs protected her backyard chickens  
and were trained to collect them for her.

Women also enjoyed dogs for their company. Petra often walked in the af-
ternoons to the farm fields of Colola (about two kilometers) to get firewood to 
cook or to pick fruit like mangoes and lemons. She was eager to demonstrate 
how her dogs stood up excitedly and were ready to go as soon as they saw her 
lifting up her machete. The neighbor’s dog also came along. They would run 
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off during the walk and then return to her. Village dogs were also kept as body-
guards for children:

If you put this dog to work (cuichili cuichili8) or if you start to talk a bit 
louder, what does this dog do? She lies down and closes her eyes [with 
her paws] like this, she huddles like this, she thinks I am scolding her … 
it is better for her to be the children’s companion, she follows them, but 
not me. 

Antonio, farming village

Women mentioned that dogs took care of their husbands when they got drunk, 
following them and escorting them home. Amanda, the wife of a farmer was 
surprised at how much their dog cared for her husband. Villagers often talked 
about their dogs’ affection, using the word ingriar.9 They recognized how dogs 
get excited greeting specific humans, explicitly manifesting this with their 
bodies.

I think that animals also, who knows what they think, are they maybe the 
same as Christian men? Only because they do not talk, right? They do feel 
the same, or? … I do not know why the dog grew [so] fond of him. 

Amanda, farming village

 Unwritten Rules
At first sight, there was no regulation of dogs in the villages. We nevertheless 
gradually discovered that unwritten codes of conduct existed even though it 
was socially acceptable for dogs to roam free. Dogs were expected to behave 
well, not only at home, but also with neighbors. Dog caregivers were gener-
ally permissive and neighbors tolerant, but this tolerance had a limit. In 
general, dog-related problems (for the caregiver or for neighbors) were from  
unwanted dog behavior—for example, aggression (i.e., dogs who bit, fought 
with other dogs, or chased people). Mischievous dogs who stole food or killed 
poultry were also a problem. Biting people was taken very seriously. According 
to villager narratives, dogs could exercise judgment and were, therefore, re-
sponsible for their actions: “That depends on us, if one teaches them, they also 

8   This is the way he calls his dog when he wants him to go and chase away animals.
9   Ingriar or engriar comes from the verb engreír, which according to the Real Academia 

Española (2017) means: encariñar, aficionar. In our stories, the verb appears mostly conju-
gated with dogs, less often with humans. We understand this as a preference and loving of a 
specific human on the part of the dog, and our best English translation is “growing fond of.”
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learn how to…. It seems as if they didn’t have judgment,10 but they do have 
judgment” (Andrea, tourist village).

Guillermina, who lives in the tourist village, recalls how her dog used to bite 
people. She tried to correct his behavior by tethering him for a few days, but 
once he was free again: “He had no pity.” The dog was hanged after he bit a 
young girl. Similarly, María’s dog, Rallado, was given another chance after he 
bit a young man. But when he bit the neighbor’s boy:

We got him, he scratched and pulled the rope, we wanted to let him loose, 
but then, no, he will bite again, we better kill him, and we pulled hard on 
his neck, and he died. 

María, farming village

The children cried. Rallado used to accompany them to the farm fields and 
helped them catch iguanas and cuichis (small squirrels). However, it was likely 
that Rallado would bite someone again and that a payment would have to be 
made to the victim’s family. In any event, when caregivers refuse to kill dogs 
themselves, the neighbors usually poison the dogs.

 Caregiving
Caregivers in the villages gave the dogs tortillas with meat broth every day, and 
often fish and meat leftovers as well. Dogs received food from one or more 
households, but most dogs also scavenged for extra food. They also hunted 
iguanas and squirrels, and ate sea–turtle eggs. An old lady wondered how 
her female dog was in such good condition that she could fall pregnant even 
though she only got a few tortillas a day. The dog used to find food herself. This 
was a quality that the old woman admired: “My little dog was a fighter.”

Common medical problems for village dogs included mange, scorpion bites, 
pneumonia, road accidents, and poisoning. In the absence of veterinary ser-
vices, villagers had to deal with sick, unwanted, or unsuitable dogs themselves. 
The nearest veterinarian was 200 km away. Angela tried every known treat-
ment to cure her dog Pinto of mange: bathing the dog in the sea, giving herb 
infusions, applying ointments with burned oil, and diesel. As a last resort, she 
began saving to buy chlorine, which her friend used to cure her dog. If this 
did not work, she would have to kill the dog.11 Other local remedies included 

10   Translation of juicio, which according to the Real Academia Española (2017) is defined as:  
faculty of the soul, by which man can distinguish good and bad, true and false.

11   Finally, this did not happen. Her son brought her a dewormer on a trip to the city and 
Pinto was cured.
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lemon necklaces for pneumonia and olive oil for poison. Villagers acknowl-
edged the capacity of dogs to ask for help: “I was sitting there, the dog came to 
me, he touched me, I think he wanted my attention, let us say, he was talking 
to me” (Martín, farming village).

Caregivers responded to their dogs’ needs as best they could. Dealing with 
dog breeding, however, sometimes presented a problem (Table 2). Pups were 
easier to place in the farming village because of its proximity to the mountains 
where dogs are wanted for farming.

People come and say: ‘oh your dog has puppies! Can I have one?’ … [he 
answers] Of course! And they take them, that’s why I have no worries 
about her [Paloma] being female.

Mariano, farming village

In the tourist village, however, things were different. Guillermina explained 
that everyone knew that it was not a sin to drown pups as soon as they are 
born, just before they started nursing. Nevertheless, at least in her case, she ex-
perienced much guilt and anxiety about this. She recalled how she got “a pun-
ishment from God.” Her three female dogs gave birth at the same time: “Only 
female puppies, oh my God!” She passed each pup as they were born to her 
daughter to verify the sex. Then they killed them. But when they went to the 
beach to get rid of the corpses, they discovered that the puppies were males 
after all. Guillermina panicked and started crying. She promised San Lázaro12 
that she would never kill a dog again.

 Discussion

 Discourse Interactions and Controversies
 On Responsibility
According to Mexican policy and international legislation, caregivers of vil-
lage dogs can be categorized as “irresponsible owners.” This categorization 
represents an obstacle to finding alternative solutions to village dog-related 
problems. Unheard voices cannot, as McGee (2004) and Long (2001) point 
out, exercise agency in policy processes. Furthermore, the label irresponsible 

12   He is not a canonized saint, but popular in Mexico and Cuba. Lázaro is mentioned in a 
parable in the book of Luke. He is portrayed as a poor, old, and sick man with dogs licking 
his sores. Some people believe he is the protector of dogs.

Downloaded from Brill.com02/17/2021 12:16:18PM
via Royal Danish Library Copenhagen and University of Copenhagen



523Village Dogs in Coastal Mexico

Society & Animals 28 (2020) 510-530

entails a moral judgment. Burgess-Jackson (1998) argues that humans limit 
animals’ opportunities to fulfill their own needs and generate dependence 
when they let animals live in the home. They then become responsible for 
the animal. This argument fits the prevalent situation of dogs in the Global 
North. Village dogs are a different matter. What does human responsibility 
mean when dogs are not prevented from meeting their needs themselves in a 
place where they can still “be in the absence of a human owner” (Srinivasan, 
2012, p. 5)?

Steeves (2005) points out that we should question the way we define care 
and home; “the neighborhood can be a home, a place to belong” (p. 22). In 
fact, villagers do care about dogs, and are able to respond to their needs, albeit 
not in the way in which the OIE (2011) defines responsibility. Rather they act 
more in accordance with what Brown and Dilley (2012) term response-ability. 
People and dogs exhibit the ability to mutually demand and enable responses. 
When a village dog demands food or attention, the caregiver is able to respond 
(Table 1).

In terms of Blouin’s (2013) owner dimensions, the diversity of human-dog 
relations found in the study site ranges from boss-worker to friend-friend 
(Table 1). The boss-worker relationship is qualified by the fact that villagers 
only take advantage of dogs’ natural abilities as agricultural helpers. The dogs 
can leave whenever they wish or decide not to work at all. These relations are 
generally based on trust, which, according to Hens (2009), is a major compo-
nent of human-dog relationships. The extreme relationships found between 
people and dogs in the Global North, such as the boss-slave or parent-child 
relationships described by Blouin (2013) are largely absent (Table 1).

There is a growing rejection within the social sciences of anthropocentrism 
as the starting point for understanding human dealings with animals (Wolch 
& Emel 1998; Buller 2004; 2014). Villagers possess a perception of dogs that can 
be described in terms of an ecology of difference rather than in traditional 
anthropocentric categories (Escobar, 1998). They recognize the “independent 
materiality” (Buller, 2004) of dogs, a recognition that lends credence to the 
theory of village dog domestication described earlier (Table 1). Unlike the idea 
that dogs are like children who never grow up (Hens, 2008), villagers perceive 
(grownup) village dogs as adults. They are capable of caring for themselves and 
others (children, drunk men, domestic animals), capable of decision making, 
capable of asking for help when needed, and both capable of and subject to 
judgment.

Dogs are guardians of the family. The dangers of roaming on the street should 
not be downplayed though. The difficult economic circumstances in our study 
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sites and a serious lack of veterinary services present caregivers with dilemmas 
in their relationships with dogs. They sometimes have to resort to hanging or 
drowning unwanted or sick dogs. Nevertheless, the caregivers assume respon-
sibility for difficult decisions that can cause considerable distress for both the 
dogs and the children and adults of the household.

 Public Health and Wildlife Protection
In terms of policy, village dogs fall in a grey zone between the wild and the 
domestic. Like wild ungulates in nature areas, for example, they do not fall 
into a neat category (Gamborg, Gremmen, Christiansen, & Sandoe, 2010). The 
Global South often looks to the North for models (e.g., India towards the United 
Kingdom) (Srinivasan, 2012). It is not surprising, therefore, that developing 
countries such as Mexico base policies on human-dog relation models that 
are prevalent in the Global North. Nevertheless, removing village dogs from 
the street is costly and logistically unattainable in rural areas in Mexico. Such a 
move would require changes in lifestyle, culture, and infrastructure—property 
would have to be fenced, for instance. Dogs would then have to be provided 
with the food that they now scavenge for themselves.

Furthermore, it is culturally acceptable for dogs to roam free in the villages. 
The dogs also fulfill useful functions as guardians and companions. Policies, 
particularly those that are designed in a top-down manner, can seldom be 
translated directly into action because they are bound to conflict with narra-
tives and practices that contradict them (Long, 2001). Insisting on the letter of 
law can have unintended consequences. Many dogs, for example, are perma-
nently tethered or kept on the rooftop in Mexican cities because dogs are not 
allowed to roam free.

We propose that etic discourses that stem from a public health or wild-
life perspective need to be critically evaluated in village settings. There is, for 
example, less chance of zoonoses transmission (e.g., through dog feces) in 
places with plentiful space than there is in crowded cities (Acosta-Jamett et 
al., 2010). The villagers in our study did not mention having problems with 
dog feces. Generally, dogs defecate in the bushes. Unlike in the cities, most 
village dogs are associated with specific households (Acosta-Jamett et al., 
2010), and are accessible for prophylaxis (Butler & Bingham, 2000; Morters, 
Bharadwaj, Whay, Cleaveland, Damriyasa, & Wood, 2014). The fact that most 
village dogs are associated with a household from which they receive daily 
food helps protect wildlife. Relatively simple solutions such as nightly tether-
ing or increasing food intake decrease the chance that the dogs will go out 
scavenging sea-turtle nests (Ruiz-Izaguirre, Woersem, Eilers, Wieren, Bosch, 
Zijpp, & Boer, 2014).
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 On Co-Existence
According to Coppinger and Coppinger (2001), village dogs are the missing link 
between the wild and the domestic. At present, village dogs co-exist with hu-
mans as agents. Both find a place in the village. Etic discourses often highlight 
the negative aspects of village dog-keeping and ignore the positive aspects. 
Dogs have freedom of mobility in a village setting (Donaldson & Kymlicka, 
2011). They have space in which to wander and can select their companions, 
human or non-human. Placing a dog in a particular household is only the be-
ginning of a dog’s life history; staying with the household is beyond human 
control. The dog might stay or choose another household through establish-
ing particular kinds of affective and convenience relations with humans. 
Furthermore, dogs have socio-cultural roles; they are important to the com-
munity as a whole (Constable, Dixon, & Dixon, 2010).

Village dog breeding remains a difficult aspect of dog-human co-existence. 
According to animal welfarist discourses, humans are responsible for con-
trolling dog populations through sterilization. However, some reproduction 
is necessary for village dogs to survive. Dogs, after all, are also needed by 
people. Selective sterilization of female dogs, such as that described by Di 
Nardo, Candeloro, Budke, & Slater (2007), may be compatible with emic 
perspectives. Culling is the only option in the absence of resources for ster-
ilization. This is done in a non-systematic way, either by drowning female 
puppies or by angry neighbors who put out poison bait. Drowning controls 
the dog population but is ethically questionable. Poisoning ends up killing 
not only the targeted dogs but also dogs who have no behavioral problems. 
Culling healthy adult dogs does not solve anything because those dogs are 
rapidly replaced. New dogs arrive themselves or are introduced by people 
shortly after a cull (WHO, 1998). There is both a need for humans to have dogs 
and also a niche to sustain them. Significant evidence also exists that shows 
that culling is an ineffective way of controlling rabies and other zoonoses 
(Morters et al., 2013). Culling is a quick solution that ignores the complexities 
of village dog-keeping.

From a modern, ethnocentric perspective, village dogs might appear lost or 
abandoned (Steeves, 2005; WSPA, 2012). But in fact, the proportion of dogs with 
truly no association with humans (i.e., feral dogs) or not cared for by humans 
(truly abandoned or lost) is less than 10% (Matter & Daniels, 2001). The major-
ity of village dogs associate with one or more households (Boitani, Ciucci, & 
Ortolani, 2007), which provide them with different levels of care (e.g., food, 
shelter, veterinary care). Strong affective bonds exist between the dogs and 
these households.
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 Conclusion

Village dog-keeping generates ambiguities and issues that cannot be easily re-
solved. Etic discourses are currently the basis for dog management policies. The 
label of “irresponsible owner” in dog management policies prevents the actual 
caregivers of village dogs from acting as legitimate participants in policy pro-
cesses. Furthermore, basing policy only on dominant etic discourses denies the 
recognition of the possibility that this way of dog-keeping is a legitimate way of 
relating to and living with dogs, with its own drawbacks and benefits. Although 
dogs do not live inside the home, they still play an important role for the house-
hold. Dogs’ everyday interests—chasing animals away and protecting the  
family—are accommodated in human-dog relationships.

Understanding how human-dog relation theories play a role in ethical consid-
erations about village dogs could be useful for both policy-makers and villagers. 
It could help people to understand different points of view and stimulate discus-
sions about village-dog management. Village-dog-keeping is not a failed version 
of the sort of dog-keeping that is found in the Global North. Cultural, ecologi-
cal, and socio-economic factors come together in this form of dog-keeping. Not 
acknowledging village-dog-keeping as legitimate has often resulted in partial, 
unsustainable, foreign-imposed “solutions” and mass killings of village dogs.
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