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Abstract
In this paper, I examine the way humans interact with domestic companion animals,
with a focus on ‘positive reward-based training’ methods, particularly for dogs. From a
biosemiotic perspective, I discuss the role of animal training in today’s society and
examine what binary reward- based reinforcement schedules communicate,
semiotically. I also examine the extent to which reward-based training methods pro-
mote better welfare, when compared to the more traditional methods which rely on
aversive stimuli and punishment, if and when they are relied upon excessively. I
conclude that when used as the primary means of communication, they have the
potential to be detrimental to animal welfare, because the underlying social signal is
control and resource dominance. As an alternative view to behaviourist-based learning
theory and conditioning, I outline how enactivist theories of cognition support a
semiotic approach to interspecific human-animal communication. I therefore propose
a move toward a dynamic semiosis and mutual understanding based upon Peirce’s
phenomenology, resulting in a more balanced merging of Umwelten. The aim is to
create rich and more complex semiospheres around humans and domestic animals,
which allow for individual agency and autonomy.

Keywords Animal training . Umwelt . Peirce’s phenomenology . Human-animal
interaction: communication . Contra-freeloading

Introduction

Across cultures, human societies keep domesticated animals as companions. The
domestication of dogs, for example, can be traced back to a period over 15, 000 years
ago, yet theories as to how this process occurred are speculative. Most commonly
promote the idea of a mutualistic interaction, whereby humans and wolves co-operated
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during foraging and hunting, the defense of territory, and in social companionship (Vilà
et al., 1999; Morey, 1994). However, for this to have happened, individuals of the two
species must have shared a part of their Umwelten, creating a Total Umwelt (Lewis
2020a) which paved the way for a semiosphere to form. Significantly, though, the
ancestors of the domestic dog (various wolf species), are large predators capable of
harming or even killing a human, rendering subjugation by humans very difficult.
Thus, it is a reasonable assumption that humans and canids were able to communicate,
without the requirement for formal training, or indeed any kind of ritualized interaction.
Original associations must have taken place entirely in the semiome, a concept
described by Hoffmeyer (2014a), despite the marked sensory and cognitive differences
between species. Indeed, how else would one form a co-operative alliance with another
(potentially dangerous) individual, on the basis of benefits such as food acquisition,
without understanding, on some level, that the food is willingly offered in return for
reciprocal benefits? Conditioning alone does not account for the initiation of social
relationships between the species, and serendipity does not account for a predator
willingly cooperating with its prey (or vice versa) without some degree of mutual
understanding. Indeed, even today, there are recommended safety measures,
and employment of protective equipment when handling domestic species, and domes-
tic animal aggression can be problematic, sometimes requiring professional behaviour-
al, welfare, and training advice.

Nonetheless, humans still live in close proximity to social canids as well as other
domestic species, but the balance of power has tipped toward humans. Through
selective breeding, the domestic dog (as an example) has been altered to be distinct
genotypically and phenotypically from its ancestors, yet parts of the original genetic
information are still there, and the dog is biologically still generally considered to be a
subspecies of the wolf. However, it is hypothesized that behaviourally, dogs have been
selected and bred for phenotypic behavioural characteristics such as reduced flight
distance and increased sociability with humans (Price, 1999). Taking that into consid-
eration, was this early artificial selection made to promote companionship and co-
operation, or to increase the degree of control humans can exert?

From competitive sport horses and gun dogs to toy dogs bred for show and as pets;
from pedigree cats to the vast array of small animal species kept domestically, domestic
companion animals are farmed to meet our needs for sport, utility, status, companion-
ship, and emotional bonding (Spencer et al., 2006). Nonetheless, there is evidence that
dogs, at least, form genuine bonds with their human companions (Lewis, 2020b;
Nagasawa et al., 2015; Nagasawa et al., 2009) and yet, the common feature for all
domestic animals is still, without doubt, the imbalance of power. This can be
exemplified in the way humans interact with domestic animals; they are largely
infantilized (Lewis, 2020b) and ‘conditioned’ to meet our demands. Whether it
be the ‘fear based’ training methods commonly employed in training horses
(Visser et al., 2009), the aversive techniques previously employed by dog
trainers, who believed that dominance by aggression was the most appropriate
method of interaction (Haverbeke et al., 2008), or the more recent develop-
ments in ‘positive reward- based training’ (Veeder et al., 2009; Hiby et al.,
2004), the premise of human-animal interaction is often not to communicate.
The aim is to signal, in simplistic binary terms of ‘yes’ or ‘no’, when an
individual has met the trainer’s requirements.
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Nonetheless, animal training is deemed necessary in society. The premise of positive
reward- based training is that it is free of aggression and force, and thus provides for
better welfare when training domestic and captive animals, with the assumption that it
affords them autonomy and agency. This may be true, to some degree. However, I have
previously undertaken postgraduate studies in both ‘Clinical Animal Behaviour’, and
‘Animal Behaviour and Welfare’ (respectively) and have fulfilled various occupational
roles in animal care and training, including in the equine sector, in dog training, and as
an animal care assistant at an animal shelter and on a university small- animal unit. As a
result of my experiences, there are two questions I aim to address:

1) Should training be the primary means of interacting with other species?
2) Is ‘positive reward- based training’ as benign as it is purported to be?

In my attempt to address these questions, I have included some personal anecdotal
evidence as examples, having had firsthand experience of both companion animal
behaviour and welfare, and the equestrian sector in the UK.

Theoretical Foundations of Animal Training

Learning theory is originally a behaviourist construct where all behaviour and learning
takes place in a stimulus-response based framework, and associative learning occurs via
the process of ‘reinforcement’ and ‘punishment’ (Young & Cipreste 2004; Pearce &
Bouton, 2001). The principles used in animal training are based upon the original
behaviourists paradigms of conditioning, and are usually presented in a qua-
dratic table. The resulting theory espouses the view that animals make decisions
based upon a binary system which either places a positive or negative feedback
value on a stimulus, as described in Table 1.

Associative learning is further delineated into either B.F. Skinner’s ‘operant’ (also
known as ‘instrumental’) conditioning i.e., an individual performs a behaviour in order
to either obtain a reward or avoid an aversive stimulus (Staddon & Cerutti 2003); and
Ivan Pavlov’s ‘classical’ or ‘Pavlovian’ conditioning, where an external stimulus, or
‘conditioned stimulus’ (CS) is associated with an innate physiological response, or
‘unconditioned stimulus (US) (Papini & Bitterman 1990). For example, in Pavlov’s
famous original experiments, the provision of food created a gustatory response in

Table 1 The premise of learning theory, displayed in the traditional ‘quadrat’

Positive punishment
• An aversive stimulus is perceived
• Behaviour is ‘punished’ and is less likely to occur
in the future

Negative punishment
• An aversive stimulus is removed
• Behaviour is ‘rewarded’ and is more likely to occur in
the future

Positive reinforcement
• A positive stimulus is perceived, which results in
material gain/experience of positive affect

• Behaviour is reinforced and is more likely to
occur in the future

Negative reinforcement
• A positive stimulus is removed, and a material
gain/opportunity to experience positive affect is lost

• Behaviour is less likely to occur in the future
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dogs, which was associated with the sound of a ringing bell. Thus, the physiological
response is not under conscious control of the organism.

Citing my own experience of being trained in the field of ‘clinical animal behav-
iour’, application of these ‘conditioning’ phenomena involve desired behaviours (such
as a ‘sit’) being ‘lured’ (i.e., manipulated) or ‘captured’ (i.e., rewarded on spontaneous
occurrence using food titbits). This process is repeated until the behaviour is ‘acquired’,
at which point it is ‘put on cue’; jargon for a behavioural response being brought under
‘stimulus control’. The difference between ‘cue’ and a ‘command’ in this situation is
purely euphemistic and moreover, these theories and methods distil behavioural deci-
sions into binomial events, with little or no involvement of perception and complex
cognition. Nonetheless, they are used very successfully to train animals, from to
domestic ridden horses, sporting dogs and captive raptors, to captive cetaceans at
marine wildlife parks, as well as laboratory animals and zoo animals for the purposes
of experimentation and handling/husbandry, respectively.

‘Positive reward-based’ practices rely predominantly on positive and negative
reinforcement, with a food reward often being used as the reinforcer (Chiandetti
et al., 2016; Gillaspy et al., 2014; Gilis et al., 2012; Mills, 2005). It has even become
a mainstream animal management and husbandry strategy, in that animals are being
‘rewarded’ for performing innate and necessary physiological functions, one example
being rewarding dogs with food for excreting faeces and eliminating urine outdoors
during house training (Rooney & Cowan, 2011). Meanwhile, any behaviour which is
deemed undesirable is ‘ignored’, with no social communication, reminiscent of the
emotionally unhealthy tactic of ‘stonewalling’ in human inter-personal relations de-
scribed by Horan et al., (2015).

Moreover, reward-based training is not simply used for obedience conditioning.
Food and other perceived ‘rewards’ are used to resolve ‘problem’ behaviours, in cases
where animals apparently show a fear response, or even simply a startle response,
where the reliance on food as a reward includes associative learning techniques such as
‘de-sensitization and counter-conditioning’ protocols (Butler et al., 2011). In these
examples, food fulfils the role of changing an animal’s emotional state from ‘negative’
to ‘positive’, or to reduce arousal levels, similar to using a pacifier for a human baby.

Modern behaviour and training concepts do allow for the occurrence of innate
behaviours and cognitive processes alongside so-called ‘learned’ behaviours, as there
has been additional input from the field of comparative psychology. Nonetheless, the
emphasis is still on giving “commands”, as described by Mills (2005). Additionally,
animal trainers and behaviourists often attribute instances of undesirable behaviour in
companion animals, such as aggression, as being ‘learned’ phenomena, rather than an
innate response to perceived phenomena in the individual’s internal or external envi-
ronment (Horwitz & Mills, 2009).

Whilst ‘positive reward-based trainers’ and companion animal behaviourists argue
that without the use of force and aversive stimuli, animals have a choice whether to
engage with the process, it is difficult to view this as a valid argument. Ultimately,
captive animals are being manipulated with the incentive of food, which is a resource
integral to their survival. Significantly, as captives, they have no way to escape their
trainer, even when the illusion of choice is given. Semiotically, the information which
is being conveyed is not one of reward; it is one of ‘control of resources’ and thus,
control of the individual. This interpretation agrees with the findings of Mitchell and
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Edmonson (1999), who found that during play, most of the vocal communications from
the owner to their dog were ‘controlling’, and not “conversational” or “planning”.
Indeed, so important is the concept of control, that traits such as obedience and
trainability are constructs measured in canine personality assessments, such as the
‘Monash Canine Personality Questionnaire’ (Ley et al., 2009).

Moreover, even if the animal is usually maintained on a healthy, balanced, nutritious
diet and the titbits used as ‘rewards’ are non-essential, we cannot be sure that such
complex cognitive processes as understanding that a meal will be provided later in the
event a highly desirable treat is rejected, are demonstrated. This is a particularly
pertinent point, because studies to date suggest that the personality construct of
‘impulsivity’ appears to affect an individual’s ability to tolerate delayed gratification
in dogs (Wright et al., 2012; Riemer et al., 2014). Thus, far from being purely a benign
and ‘humane’ method of communication, if used excessively to ‘micro-manage’ every
aspect of an individual’s life, the methods would actually meet the psychological
criteria for the phenomenon known as ‘coercive control’; a non-violent form of abuse
where reward and punishment, close monitoring and threats is used to control a spouse,
intimate partner, or family member (Lehmann et al., 2012). The end result is loss of
autonomy and agency.

Training as a Form of Communication and Animal Welfare

In this section, I intend to discuss the application of semiotic theory to human-animal
communication. Returning to the example of dogs being ‘rewarded’ with food to toilet
outdoors, it is also the case that animals (particularly dogs) are ‘trained’ to meet human
cultural expectations. These include (but are not limited to) refraining from eating from
their food bowl whilst it is placed on the ground, not ‘jumping up’ at humans when
greeted, and even habituating puppies to being handled and socialised using positive
and negative rewards. Indeed, examples of such conditioning to human cultural
demands can be found in Zulch and Mills 2012 book ‘Life Skills for Puppies’.
Unarguably, basic training is essential, and using food to promote a positive emotional
state or as a distraction can be a useful tool for short term behaviour management, but
this should not be at the expense of social learning and developing confidence and
emotional resilience using social interaction and communication (Lewis, 2020b). As I
will go on to discuss as I progress my argument, these examples of applied training
represent an over-reliance on conditioning at the expense of verbal and tactile commu-
nication, and social and cultural learning.

Pertinent to my argument is the popularity of the fashionable and lucrative phenom-
enon, ‘clicker training’. An iterative method, animals are trained to perform behaviours
using a ‘clicker’ device, which makes an audible clicking noise when pressed by the
trainer. The noise is followed by a food reward and an association is created, making
the ‘click’ a ‘reward marker’; thus, it is claimed to ‘mark’ a discrete behavioral event
which is part of a series of successive approximations of the desired behaviour. The
training process continues, a bene placito, until the required result is achieved. It allows
a behaviour to be gradually ‘shaped’ without any mutual social interaction or guidance
whatsoever, other than ‘clicks’ followed by food rewards (Feng et al., 2016). The
phenomenon has also resulted in the widespread availability of numerous instruction
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books, accessories such as training treat pouches and, of course, the clicker devices
themselves. The movement even has its own dedicated annual conferences around the
world, called ‘ClickerExpo’ (Karen Pryor Academy, 2021) aimed at both (and I quote
from the website) “enthusiasts and professionals”.

Thus, ‘clicker training’ gives rise to the cultural phenomenon of ‘programming’
domestic animals using a series of binary input functions, which reduce the trainee to a
software program with an appealing and locomotory hardware interface. Whilst I have
no doubt that trainers seek to provide the highest welfare standards for their non-human
animals, and have genuine affection for them, there is something empty and superficial
about individuals being manipulated with meaningless, often unhealthy rewards (such
as pieces of chopped-up canned hotdog sausage) for the entertainment or benefit of a
powerful ‘other’ who holds all resources. It is markedly reminiscent of Hendlin’s
(2019) description of the effects of runaway free- market capitalism, in ‘I am a fake
loop: the effects of advertising-based artificial selection.’ Indeed, in their study on dog
training methods, comparing the effectiveness of ‘clicker training’ to imitation of the
human trainer, Fugazza and Miklósi (2015) found what is termed the “Do as I Do”
method to be more effective, although it should be noted that this method still involves
giving ‘commands’ and issuing reinforcers at the trainer’s discretion. Therefore, it is
arguable as to whether this can be classed as true social learning, as is claimed by the
authors.

Clicker training is not limited to companion animals, and it is growing in popularity
as an animal management strategy in, for example, zoo and laboratory animals
(Fernandez & Dorey, 2020; Leidinger et al., 2017), and in the equine sector, where it
is becoming increasingly popular and fashionable to use positive reinforcement to train
horses for handling/husbandry purposes, or even just for entertainment. Indeed, there
are now many books detailing how to ‘clicker train’ horses, such as ‘Clicker Train Your
Horse’, by Alexandra Kurland (2007) and ‘You Can Train Your Horse to do Any-
thing!’ by Shawna Karrasch (2006), along with various websites and social media
groups for equine clicker training. Undoubtedly, such methods can be useful as a less-
aversive means of ground-schooling (physical conditioning and training of a riderless
horse, such as ‘loose jumping’) and are an alternative to fear-based methods involving
lunge-whips and herding. However, the necessity to employ ‘stimulus-response’ par-
adigms for general handling and interaction, whilst not completely absent (especially
with a species of which individuals who can weigh up to and over 500 kg) is limited. It
is my personal observation that the equestrian sector is at the stage where canine
behaviour and training was approximately two decades ago, when it became increas-
ingly clear that the use of aversive training methods was unacceptable. Neveretheless,
in the case of domestic animals such as dogs and horses, if ‘positive reward-based
training’methods are used as the primary means of communication, they are potentially
of no less of concern than traditional methods involving physical force and aggression.

For consideration, also, is the point that there are breed differences (Mehrkam &
Wynne 2014) and individual personality differences (Réale et al., 2010) which must be
accounted for when assessing the suitability of reward-based training as a communi-
cation tool. For example, whilst pastoral breeds such as the Border Collie often excel in
the obedience ring, and are famously conditioned to perform impressive behavioural
feats, as described by Pilley and Reid (2011), some breeds of dog such as the
Greyhound do not respond to conditioning using reinforcers. Indeed, this characteristic
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is summarized by Hall et al. (2015, p.8) who, in their report of the results of their odour-
discrimination training session, comment thus:

“Of interest to the authors, nine of the 10 Greyhounds failed to complete the
acquisition sessions. The Greyhounds could not be motivated to dig in the bucket
of pine shavings, although they would take a treat from the Experimenter”.

This result was then commented on by Koskinen et al. (2019, p. 283), who in their
discussion of a study relating to medical detection dogs, cited Hall et al. (2015), stated:

“… unsurprisingly, nine out of ten greyhounds failed the training because of a
lack of motivation”

Nonetheless, it is my own personal experience, having lived with greyhounds for many
years, that these dogs have a high social intelligence, are sensitive and empathic, and
have advanced interspecific communicative ability with a strong motivation to form
social bonds. Indeed, the importance of recognizing a sign interpreter’s capacity to
engage semiotically with their environment is summarized by Stables and Gough
(2006, p278):

“As with learning, choice can also be understood as simultaneously social and
individual — and, thus, as ultimately unpredictable.”

Thus, the problem with using the term ‘motivation’ is that an assumption is made that
the dogs have no desire to perform the required behaviour. Instead, the narrative created
for the Greyhounds can be re-framed as a breakdown of a sign process, or simply that
the dogs disregard signs and signals which to them, have no significant meaning.

Despite these arguments, in some instances it is difficult (if not impossible) to
suggest alternatives to training. In cases such as ‘recall’ training in dogs, where
recalling a dog to the handler can be a life-or-death matter; for example, if the dog is
heading toward a busy road, conditioning is undoubtedly the safest option to prevent
accident and possibly fatal injury of the dog and of road-users. For a dog used in
competitive obedience or other sports, training is currently the only viable method
available to reach the desired outcome, and the same can be said for equitation. For a
ridden horse, pressure from the rider’s hands on the reins results in pressure on the bit in
the horse’s mouth and on the head and face from the bridle (the latter exclusively, in
bitless bridle designs). Pressure from the rider’s legs on the horse’s flanks, and the
rider’s distribution of weight in the saddle, all act as ‘negative punishers’, which cause
the horse to move, either to terminate an irritating or unpleasant mechanical stimulus, or
move in such a way that re-distributes the rider’s weight to maintain dynamic equilib-
rium. Such movements are then ‘reinforced’ by the rider releasing the pressure
(McGreevy & McLean, 2007).

It is also the case that incentives and rewards are part of reciprocal interactions in
social animals, including humans. Indeed, social group formation confers benefits on
members, including co-operation during foraging, allo-grooming, and protection
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against predators (Lehmann et al., 2016; Farine et al., 2012). These would broadly meet
the definition of ‘reinforcers’ or ‘rewards’, yet they are far more complex than a simple
binary calculation. Furthermore, the theory of emotional valence, i.e., the ‘barometer’
by which an animal is believed to measure reward or punishment, postulates that
emotional states are generally either positive or negative (Mendl et al., 2010). However,
this is an over-simplification. More probable is the occurrence of more than one
emotional state at once, creating a phenomenon which can be represented a series of
constructs in a complex, multidimensional space. Indeed, it is not only emotions which
are likely more complex than is currently understood. Animal communication is multi-
modal and can involve complex patterns of signals; the definition commonly found in
behavioural ecology texts generally defines communication as the ‘transfer of energy or
matter from one individual to the receiver, which then alters the behaviour of the
receiver’ (Bradbury & Vehrencamp, 2011), whilst Martinelli’s (2010) zoosemiotic
classification of communication places it as being a derivative and relatively small
class of semiosis. Training can therefore be classed as a form of communication (and
thus, semiosis), albeit a basic, binary form, which manipulates the occurrence of
behaviour, rather than prompting a truly autonomous response. Whilst communication
uses matter or energy as the conduit, it is information that is transferred, and the
receiver (or, more accurately, the ‘interpreter’) gives that information meaning. Indeed,
it is the latter fundamental aspect which widens the definition considerably to poten-
tially encompass all social signals, the salient point being the ability of individuals to
perceive and interpret complex, multidimensional patterned signals- or semiosis
(Lewis, 2021a,b).

Thus, the meaning of any signal can be uniquely developed between animals and
their human caregivers; the issue, however, is compliance. To gain a high degree of
compliance i.e., for an animal to perform precise behavioural events and states on
command, training via conditioning is necessary. Yet for issues such as toilet training
and cultural ‘etiquettes’ such as dogs not ‘jumping up’ at people, and horses standing
calmly for veterinary examination, patient human verbal and non-verbal communica-
tion is sufficient to kindly convey simple meanings, via social learning. As far as
negative reinforcement is concerned, the advice given by trainers, to simply ‘ignore’
unwanted behaviours, is questionable, as this is a tactic used in human passive-
aggressive behaviour and does not promote trusting and respectful social relations.
There is no evidence that ostracization and refusing to communicate until compliance is
achieved is preferable to actively indicating that a behaviour is unacceptable, nor even
to showing negative emotion or displeasure, providing the interactions do not constitute
abusive or detrimental behaviours, either with respect intensity or frequency.

Whilst my argument recognizes that for animals to live in a domestic or captive
environment, some degree of training is necessary, the behaviourist ‘learning theory’
based paradigm is only the tip of the iceberg with respect their cognitive abilities. For
example, dogs have been shown to have empathy (Custance & Mayer 2012) and are
able to read human facial expression (Müller et al., 2015) as well as follow human
referential gestures (Hare & Tomasello, 2005; Soproni et al., 2002), and perform
referential gestures for humans (Worsley & O’Hara, 2018). Significantly, semantic
meaning has been attributed to some horse vocalizations (Alberghina et al., 2016),
whilst some agricultural species such as goats, which have been domesticated for
production (not companion) purposes, have also been found to have the ability to read
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human facial expressions (Nawroth et al., 2018). Further, in wild animals, the vocal-
izations of some bird species have been found to contain information as to the identity
of the signaler (Couchoux & Dabelsteen, 2015; Ręk & Osiejuk, 2011), and a simple
binary cognitive model based upon reinforcement and prohibition does not fully
account for these phenomena, which may well be emergent properties of more basic
neurological ‘reward’ system, but a complex one which is acting dynamically and
synergistically (Lewis, 2021a).

Signaling and communication may rely on patterned signals being perceived by one
of more interpreters (Lewis, 2020a), but all species sense and perceive the world
differently. For example, some bird and insect species perceive light in the ultra-
violet part of the spectrum, while many species including bats and other rodents can
detect sound waves that are not detectable to the human ear (Heffner & Heffner, 2008).
Numerous mammal species have sensitive vibrissae that can perceive touch (Ahl,
1986), and teleost fish have a lateral line system which allows individuals to perceive
changes in water pressure (Hastings et al., 1996). This is only a small example of the
spectrum of sensory capabilities which have evolved in living organisms, and the
relevance to communication is significant, because of the numerous possible modalities
via which communication can occur. For example, a dog has a highly developed
olfactory sense. As a form of signaling, dogs can obtain information about another
individual, including sex, age, and reproductive status, from its scent (Cafazzo et al.,
2012). It is therefore pertinent that all efforts to detect linguistic features such as
grammar and syntax in animal communications have misguidedly focused on vocali-
zation and ignored other modalities. This seems shortsighted when in humans, sign
language is considered a language in its own right. (Clay et al., 2014; Cooper et al.,
2011). Thus, the possibility that grammar and syntax can be present in, for example,
sequences of odour molecules (or indeed via any other sensory modality) is an avenue
worth exploring (Lewis, 2021a). Indeed, artificial pheromone analogues are used in the
behavioural management of companion animals, the aim being to promote a sense of
calm and safety (Tod et al., 2005). Whilst the research and development data as to how
these pheromones were isolated is not available publicly, it does demonstrate that our
searches for language capabilities in other species may be very short-sighted. It is
entirely possible that the olfactory schema and mental map (Gómez, 2019) of a dog
gives rise to a form of 'language', where the grammar, syntax, the ability to commu-
nicate intention, and express abstract ideas may well be present, but in an olfactory
form. Thus, complex patterned signals are very much part of a dog’s Umwelt and
semiosphere (Lewis, 2021b). If an animal is therefore capable of interpreting the
meanings of kinesic, auditory, visual, chemical, and tactile signs and signals, then to
limit their lexicon to a binary ‘yes’ or ‘no’, or ‘reward’ and ‘punishment’ is injudicious.
Indeed, it ought to be considered that there may be welfare implications in placing such
extensive restrictions on an individual’s ‘vocabulary’ when we do not know the full
extent of their capabilities.

Despite this, whilst it is now generally accepted that companion animals are sentient
and have complex cognitive abilities, one of the arguments commonly used to promote
behaviourist training methods is the theory of ‘contra-freeloading’. This is the theory
that animals will perform ‘work’ (such as lever-pressing) to obtain food, even when an
alternative food source is freely available (da Silva Vasconcellos et al., 2012). This
phenomenon has apparently been observed in a variety of domestic species, including
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cattle (Van Os et al., 2018) and goats (Rosenberger et al. 2020), as well as the captive
wolves in da Silva Vasoncellos et al.’s (2012) study. Indeed, such findings have even
driven the development of food puzzle toys used for ‘environmental enrichment’ for
captive and domestic animals (Dantas et al., 2016). However, one consistent argument
against the theory of contra-freeloading is the ‘optimal foraging theory model’, which
predicts that animals maximize their energy intake, as demonstrated by Zach’s (1979)
well-known study on shell-dropping in crows feeding on molluscs. Indeed, Young and
Lauren (2003) found no convincing evidence for contra-freeloading in pigs, and
Podlesnik and Gomez (2016) suggest the phenomenon is the result of complex
behavioural processes, and not simply an innate desire to ‘work’ for food. Examples
of such behavioural processes include gaining information about a patchy habitat, when
foraging on patches where resources are limited (Mason, 1999) and the ‘behavioural
momentum’ theory (Podlesnik & Gomez, 2016) where animals are thought to persist to
‘work’ to obtain food because the behaviour itself has been ‘rewarded’ previously.
Indeed, the latter explanation is actually supported by Rosenberger et al. (2020), who
found that the goats in their study increased their preference for the ‘contra-freeloading’
option in the second experimental trial, suggesting the first trial had led to a conditioned
response. It is therefore likely that even during the first trial, the animals used as
experimental subjects were not naïve to conditioning paradigms or husbandry strategies
employing conditioning techniques. Thus, whilst I have personally heard many dog
trainers and behaviourists claim that dogs are being “paid” to work, and that behaviour
practitioners can even have “credit in the bank” in the event mistakes are made by the
trainer, such contradictions and alternative explanations call into question what is in
effect the application of a capitalist political and socio-economic model to non-human
animals.

Indeed, the work of Filip Jaroš, focusing on domestic and feral cats, demonstrates
how the application of semiotic theory changes our perception and understanding of
animal behaviour. For example, Jaroš (2017) describes a semiotic study on a group of
feral domestic cats, which gives a very different result to the traditional view that cats
are evolutionarily solitary, asocial animals, and this view, as a result, would typically
suit them more to a ‘clicker’ style training method as opposed social signaling.
However, moving away from Neo-Darwinist, ‘Natural Selection’ concepts, it is re-
vealed that cats interact cooperatively and socially via shared signs in a Total Umwelt
and the associated semiosphere. Thus, this study demonstrates how semiosis can
provide a means by which we can interpret and study animal behaviour, and, signif-
icantly, the potential possibilities of how we can communicate with animals using signs
and signals.

What are the Alternative Cognitive Theories to Behaviorist ‘Learning
Theory’ which Support these Ideas?

Whilst it would be impossible to dismiss simple binary calculations as being irrelevant,
current enactivist theories of cognition are based upon probability algorithms, such as
Bayes’ Theorem, as well as the minimization of sums of error. This means organisms
find the ‘least’ wrong solution, rather than the ‘right’ solution (Kirchhoff & Robertson,
2018; Kukkoken, 2016). An example can be seen in ‘gradient descent searches’; a
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foraging strategy whereby an organism repeatedly samples the environment to find the
fastest rate of net gain of a resource, by using iterative exploratory processes (Dasgupta
et al., 2009; Meuleau & Dorigo, 2002). The premise is that rather than using immediate
reward and/or punishment, cognitive processes work on a multitude of predictive
outcomes which form complex patterns. The associated sign-process is not based upon
the reductionist ‘stimulus-response’ or ‘reward’ or ‘no-reward’, but on the embodied
response of the organism to its environment, which gives rise to a more ‘approach’ and
avoid’ style system, that can account for net effects and agency. To summarize, a
probabilistic calculation of the best solution to a problem is made (i.e., the ‘reward’),
but confounding factors such as the relative quality of an exploitable resource, neces-
sary energy expenditure, the risk of threat from predators, social bonds/ altruism/
reciprocity, and other environmental factors, are also taken into account. In essence,
the individual has agency and autonomy and can even choose to make apparently
‘poor’ logical decisions (resulting in loss or net harm), for emotional reasons. Such is
the nature of apparently biologically pointless phenomena like ‘aesthetic appreciation’.

Furthermore, emotions are viewed as an enmeshed part of the cognitive process,
with emotional inputs acting as factors which alter cognitive functions. Therefore,
rather than being a simple logic algorithm, multiple factors are involved in cognition.
This allows not only for the processing of data in binary terms, but also allows for the
processing of large and varied amounts of sensory data and complex cognitive func-
tions (Damasio, 2004). Thus, the semiotic scaffolding (Kull, 2015; Hoffmeyer, 2014b)
in which an organism exists, and with which it can exploit its environment and
semiosphere is present. These abilities develop and evolve not just during the ontoge-
netic period, but throughout the organism’s whole life.

As animal communications have semantic meaning, born from complex patterned
signals, there is no reason why animals such as dogs may not decode the basic meaning
of human vocalizations, even if only by the simple process of analyzing the acoustic
parameters of each sound. These sound patterns can then be memorized, recognized,
and placed in context, particularly when repetition is involved. Certainly, if dogs can
read the emotional valence of human facial expressions, then decoding the basic
semantics of human language should be possible. For example, a basic intention,
referential sounds or gestures, expression of emotion, or even nouns are within these
animals’ semiotic capability. Significantly, the studies which test human capability to
perceive meaning in animal vocalizations (particularly dog vocalizations) give positive
results (Pongrácz et al., 2006), indicating that even inexperienced humans who have
had little contact with dogs instinctively interpret the vocal signals produced by dogs.
Surely, therefore, it is not too big a leap to assume the converse can be true.

Whilst studies must eliminate the possibility of a conditioned response being the
underlying factor in apparent cases of animals ‘understanding’ more complex concepts
and making word associations, it is a valid logical argument that for the Umwelten of
two species to meet and form a semiosphere, a fundamental mutual understanding must
be present. This gives rise to a more constructivist approach to animal learning (Yager,
1991), rather than the simple ‘reward and punishment’ paradigm so commonly
employed in human-animal interactions. Further, this hypothesis applies to situations
where the owner is absent. For example, building trust, a sense of safety, confidence,
and emotional resilience can be key in dealing with problems such as perceived
‘separation issues’, which are highly socially and psychologically complex (Lewis,
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2020b) yet are often addressed using paradigms which place an emphasis on food
reinforcers (Butler et al., 2011), or pacifiers. In looking beyond simple conditioning and
B.F Skinner’s ‘reinforcement’ and ‘punishment’, and introducing Peirce’s ‘Firstness,
Secondness and Thirdness’ (Semetsky, 2005) to explain apparent ‘instrumental condi-
tioning’, the possibilities of reaching beyond the simple mechanistic behaviourist
learning theory become apparent. It then becomes possible to acknowledge meaningful
interactions between humans and alloanimals, and alloanimals and their wider
environment.

Conclusion

Whilst undeniably, basic training using lures and rewards is necessary, the focus on
‘positive reward-based’ training paradigms when interacting with domestic animal
species gives little, if any, room for more complex communication or signaling to take
place. Moreover, they reduce individuals of other species to little more than automata,
responding to binary inputs. In these circumstances, how can the animal’s human
companion, or the animals themselves, achieve a true bond and interspecific relation-
ship? The most logically unsound argument commonly proposed to support these
paradigms is that because physical force is not used, they are ‘humane’ and ‘kinder’.
However, the comparisons with coercive control and psychological manipulation are
striking. A more innate, complex, and dynamic interspecific means of communication
should not be supplanted by repetitive conditioning and ‘commands’, which are fast
becoming a widespread misapplication of a genuine, but misunderstood and over-
utilized, biological principle. Nor is it possible to quantify and ‘proscribe’ communi-
cation, as though it were a simple recipe which can be reduced to pre-determined steps.
Thus, positive reward- based training has a place as a technique in animal management,
but it is not without risks, and it should be understood as what it is; manipulation and
coercion (with threat of loss of resources or social interaction) focused on maintaining
control. Substantive arguments that as a training technique, it is preferable to fear-
based methods and physically aggressive practices, do not alter this statement. As a
means of communication, it should not be relied upon as the primary modality, and
consideration should be given to more appropriate interactions alongside methods such
as ‘clicker training’, which should not be used without vocal or tactile communication
and guidance from the trainer, as described by Fugazza and Miklósi (2015).

Perhaps, in moving away from ‘The Five Freedoms’ model of animal welfare,
toward a quality-of-life based assessment scale which emphasizes positive welfare
rather than the absence of poor welfare (Mellor, 2016), we should begin to change
our thinking about how we interact and communicate with domestic and captive
animals. This may ultimately lead toward an acceptance that training is not the most
enlightened way of communicating with other species, alongside an accompanying
paradigm shift toward complex dynamic semiosis, mutual understanding, ‘Total
Umwelten’, and ultimately, a more balanced semiosphere.
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